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Abstract

For decades, musicians from all over the world have been studying the music and
rhythms of West Africa. Although some literature exists on the construction of rhythmic
instruments, very little research has examined the impacts of environmental change on
instrument making processes. This thesis represents an ethnographic investigation of the
impacts of deforestation on drum making in Ghana, West Africa.
Research on this topic was conducted during the summer of 2003 in the Volta,
Eastern, and the Northern Regions of Ghana. The research methods included participant
observation, formal and informal interviews, botanical methods for plant identification,
and literature searches. Informed consent was obtained from all participants in this
project.
The goal of this study was to interview drum makers throughout Ghana and
obtain local perspectives on how changes in the environment, especially deforestation,
have impacted the acquisition of resources, specifically plant and animal species, used in
the drum making process. In addition, the objective was to seek out information
regarding the causes of deforestation and make connections among local, national, and
international forces and the struggles of drum makers. Thus, a political ecological lens
was used to analyze the collected data and experiences.
This investigation revealed that the destruction of forests in Ghana has impacted
drum making in Ghana and continues to pose threats to current drum technologies. The
impacts vary, however, due to differences in local geography, preferred plant and animal
species used for construction, eco-histories, and drum technologies. Acquisition of
resources is becoming increasingly difficult for drum makers, and in the lower Volta
Region, environmental change is linked to the emergence of a new drum technology.
Deforestation is a result of numerous factors, including agricultural expansion, timber
exportation, population growth, fuel wood extraction, and mining. This study contributes
to the anthropological, political ecological, and ethnomusicological literature, and
provides insight into how broader political and economic forces affect life-ways and
traditions at local levels.
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Preface
In the spring of 1994, while I was still working on my undergraduate degree in
conservation wildlife biology at Tennessee Technological University, I signed up for a
beginning West African drum class under the tutelage ofprofessor Joseph Rasmussen. I
have been performing with Rasmussen's ensemble, ABUSUA, ever since. Within this
past decade, I have had the privilege of learning traditional musics of Ghana, performing
with master musicians, and traveling to Ghana to experience these musical traditions
within their cultural settings.
While sitting in a Ghanaian drinking spot with ABUSUA members and local
musicians during the summer of 1997, master drummer Godwin Agbeli briefly
mentioned forest decline and the associated hardships for drum makers in the lower Volta
Region. Although Mr. Agbeli mentioned deforestation only in passing, his words
became embedded in my memory. Years later, while assessing several potential topics
for my thesis, Agbeli's words re-emerged and became the seed that grew into this thesis.
As a result, I have been able to combine my interests in West African music,
anthropology, ethnobotany, ethnomusicology, and political ecology into a project that I
pursued with deep sincerity.
The valuable lessons that I have learned through this research experience extend
far beyond my academic and career goals. While in the field, three months after the U.S.
launched its attack on Iraq, I became increasingly aware of my privileged position in the
world. I was able to contrast my privileges - such as those that allow me to easily move
across the globe to study - with a world where children struggle to pay user fees for
school, where healthcare is largely unattainable, and where people are suffering from
easily curable diseases.
With these lessons in mind, it is my hope that somehow and someday this
research will benefit the participants who shared their stories and concerns with me. As
for Godwin Agbeli, whom I have called upon numerous times for guidance from his
ancestral abode, I hope he is pleased with my efforts and intensions.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Ghana contains a wealth of historical, natural, and cultural resources. This West African
country is the location of the well-known Asante kingdom that once monopolized
extensive trade routes throughout the area. Ghana is known for its unsettling European
castles along the coast that once served as a port for the trans-Atlantic slave trade. This
former British colony known as "the Gold Coast" is associated with gold, silver, and
other minerals, as well as fish and timber. It is known for its cultural diversity, cocoa
plantations, kente cloth, and complex array of rhythms, song, and dance. It is the
birthplace of United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan and the location of one of the
world's largest reservoirs. It was considered one of the first "success" stories of
structural adjustment and is a nation of stability amidst a larger region of unrest (Naylor
2000).
As a country in the periphery of a global political and economic system, however,
Ghana shares many attributes with other countries of the global South, including the
residuals of colonialism, corruption, debt, poverty, and disease (Naylor 2000). It has
been forcefully pulled into a global market economy and continues to struggle with the
consequences of export-oriented agriculture and resource management. Integrated with
all of these factors are massive alterations in the natural environment.
This thesis will focus on one of those changes - deforestation - and how it has
impacted drum making in a nation rich with drumming traditions. The emphasis on drum
making is not to distract from the myriad of other ways that deforestation impacts people,
health, and ways of life. Rather, the goal is to provide one example of such impacts and
to analyze the causes and conditions through a variety of lenses in order to gain a more
holistic understanding of this issue.
In the Field: Methods

Research for this thesis occurred from late May to early August of 2003 in various
regions of Ghana, West Africa. I arrived in Accra late at night and took a taxi to a hotel
1

near the art center - an area of Accra familiar to me from previous visits. My plan was to
orient myself in Accra, become acquainted with some of the carvers in the art center, and
then begin a journey to other regions, specifically the Volta Region and the Northern
Region (research sites are marked with boxes on the map in Figure 1. 1).
Before leaving the U.S., I sent letters to two of my music teachers in Ghana
informing them of my research and travel plans. One letter, which was sent to the Volta
Region, never arrived. My teacher in Tamale received the other letter, but due to
scheduling uncertainties concerning the timing of my fieldwork, I could only provide
approximate dates of my arrival. My unexpected arrivals throughout Ghana, however,
were welcomed.
The first few days in Accra unfolded somewhat serendipitously. Before I set out
to explore the art center, by chance, I befriended a young drum carver on the street. He
lived in a compound on the beach near the art center. Young, self-proclaimed Rastafarian
male refugees from Cote d'Ivoire and Liberia largely inhabited the compound, which was
also a drinking spot. They all worked in the art center. My new acquaintance
accompanied me on small chores (e.g. changing money, sending emails, etc.) and
introduced me to several drum carvers during my initial stay in Accra.
While strolling through the soccer field adjacent to the art center, I ran into a
familiar face - a young man that I knew from previous visits to Ghana. He told me that
my teacher, Kwaku, 1 was on his way from the Volta Region to Accra to drop off some
students at the same hotel where I was residing. With Kwaku's help, I could begin my
research. Kwaku greeted me with excitement, and after discussing my research plans, we
hired a car to take us back to his village near Denu.
My days in the field progressed relatively smoothly. In retrospect, the few
obstacles that I encountered turned out to be insightful interactions. I spent three weeks
in the lower Volta Region conducting semi-structured and informal interviews with drum
makers, as well as observing and participating in a variety of daily activities and

1

Kwaku is a day name for males born on Wednesday. Throughout various regions of Ghana, day names
are used, although slight variations exist. This is discussed in more detail later in this section.
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community events. s.ince arrangements were not made prior to my arrival, I could not
expect everyone to accommodate my schedule. This left ample time between interviews
to hang out in the village and write in my journal, which has proven to be extremely
useful in the post-fieldwork stages of my research.
While still in the village, I arranged for my friend, Kobla, who is acquainted with
drum carvers between Accra and Kumasi, to be my assistant and travel with me to the
"bush" on the road to Kumasi. From the Volta Region, we traveled back to Accra and set
out to areas in the Eastern Region. We interviewed two head drum makers working
alongside numerous apprentices. We discussed drum making methods and materials with
both drum makers and observed apprentices at work.
After our excursion to the Eastern Region, I left Kobla in Accra and took a bus to
Kumasi, the Ashanti capital. There, I spent two days recovering from one of the many
illnesses that I experienced during fieldwork. Recovery methods typically included a
variety of indulgences, including seclusion in a mosquito-free hotel room with hot water,
ceiling fans, and television. The girardia-induced shivers led me to see the continuous
replays of The Jungle Book in a new light.
From Kumasi, I took the overnight bus to Tamale. Only two buses were running·
into Tamale to accommodate curfew, which was instituted after the murder of a chief in
the recent past. Since my Dagbamba teacher was unsure of my arrival date, he was out
on his farm when I arrived. While waiting at a nearby hotel for him to return, I spent
some time looking for drum makers and sellers in the market. A young boy, who turned
out to be the grandson of a well-known but now deceased master drummer, led me
around town and to the market, but I had no luck finding drum makers.
However, I did have an opportunity to interview my teacher, whose knowledge of
drumming and drum making is vast, and spent some time with his son clarifying some of
the information that I had gathered in Tamale. Due to time constraints, I was not able to
arrange meetings with drum makers and visit the areas where they gather drum making
resources.
I left Tamale, returned to Accra, and made arrangements to return to the Volta
Region. My time was coming to an end, so I stayed a weekend in the village near Denu
4

to say my farewells and again meet up with Kobla for a trip to Peki in the central Volta
Region. In Peki, we interviewed another drum maker and then returned to Accra.
During my last few days in Ghana, I spent time interviewing xylophone makers,
visiting the herbarium to check plant identifications with a botanist, and preparing for my
trip back to the U.S. The information on xylophone making is limited· and needs further
exploring. Thus, it is not included in this thesis.
Ethnographic interviews with drum makers and musicians provided some of the
most pertinent information for this thesis. All consultants in this research were fully
informed of my intentions and signed a consent form prior to their participation. It was
through the interviewing experiences that I learned what species of plants and animals are
preferred and learned what local drum makers had to say about their work and concerns
in a changing environment. In addition, a 35 mm camera was used for photographing
drums, the drum making process, and landscapes. Photography provided a tool to
illustrate the diversity of drum making throughout Ghana in ways that augment my
written and verbal representations.
By identifying specific plant species, I have been able to determine the cultural
and economic uses of the various species used for drum making. This information is
crucial for understanding the availability of resources preferred by drum carvers.
Although I could not locate a manual (i.e. a dichotomous key) for the identification of
Ghanaian plants, I primarily used Irvine's ( 1961) Woody Plants of Ghana and Abbiw's
( 1990) Useful Plants of Ghana. In most areas, I collected voucher specimens and
consulted the herbarium at the University of Ghana at Legon to verify species
identification.
Observing and participating in community events provided valuable insight into
the role of music and drum making in everyday life. By actively participating in
community events and by simply visiting with locals, I was able to establish and
strengthen relationships, which made it much easier for me to explain my intentions and
express my gratitude to communities that welcomed me and individuals who assisted me
while in the field.

5

The names of consultants are not used in this thesis due to IRB2 requirements.
Since some consultants may be involved in illegal logging, all consultants will remain
anonymous. In a few cases, however, I provide anonymity reluctantly because I feel that
some consultants deserve to be linked to their knowledge, although they willingly shared
their insight with me under these limitations.
Real day names are used for individuals who shared that information with me, but
due to the pervasiveness of such names, it would be impossible to make linkages to
identities based on day names alone. In a few cases where day names were not obtained,
I applied a day name based on the day of the week that the interview took place. Thus,
day names in this thesis may be real or applied, and I see no reason to specify this
information as individuals are presented.
Persons interviewed in the Eastern Region are referred to by Akan day names, and
in the Volta Region, Ewe day names are used to identify consultants (See Appendix I). 3
To prevent confusion, cases where consultants share the same day name, the suffix "vi" is
added to the second individual.4 With one consultant, a title is used in place of a name.
As with the day names, such titles may be held by multiple individuals.
The construction of this text, or the "writing up results" (Clifford and Marcus
1986:2) process of my research is, as Geertz (1973:29) says, "intrinsically incomplete."
This thesis is based on a selection of information and should not be mistaken for a
representation of all perspectives on the subject. Since speech "mediates between
persons and their situations" (Hymes 1971 :67), the voices of musicians and drum makers
intersect this text to provide clarity and insight into the dynamics of the topic. In some
cases, I rephrased quotations to make the words read more smoothly.
This thesis shifts back and forth from objective presentations of historical,
musical, and ecological information to more subjective narratives in which I am an actor.

2 Institutional Review Board of the University of Tennessee

Akan day names are common in the Eastern Region and Ewe names are most common in the Volta
Region, although some of these names overlap.
4
It is my understanding that distinguishing suffixes are added to the day names of individuals born into a
household with senor members who share the same day name. Thus, I will use the suffix "vi" to
distinguish consultants with identical day names.
3

6

I felt it necessary to include myself in the ethnographic presentations because my
presence inevitably impacted the information gathered.
Finally, I would like to note that my connection to the communities and to my key
consultants presented in this thesis did not end with my departure from Ghana. I intend
to maintain these relationships, and I hope to someday find a way to do something
meaningful in return for all of those who welcomed me into their lives.
Analytical Tool: Political Ecology

The analytical tool used to focus this anthropological inquiry is political ecology. Using
this analytical frame, I attempt to understand the local, national, and international forces
involved in the environmental changes that impact resource acquisition by drum makers
in Ghana. This approach, I believe, will provide a more holistic understanding of the
actions and actors that play a role in deforestation by examining how social, political, and
economic factors are interconnected with ecological changes and by avoiding short
sighted, single factor explanations for the causes and conditions of deforestation.
Political ecology has been used in numerous ways, as it is an analytical tool used
across disciplines, including anthropology, political science, and geography. It has been
broadly described as an approach where issues of ecology, political economy, and
cultural ecology fuse to encompass "the constantly shifting dialectic between society and
land-based resources" (Blaikie and Brookfield 1987: 17). It is an approach that focuses
on "factors that shape relations of power among human groups and link local biosocial
landscapes to global processes" (Paulson and Gezon 2005:2).
Paulson and Gezon (2005:2) discuss the core concepts in which political ecology
is rooted. First, resource use is socially organized and such relations may be connected to
pressures placed upon the environment. Second, as these authors note (2005: 2), a
"plurality of positions, perceptions, interests, and rationalities" exists in relation to
environmental issues. Third, local to global spaces are interconnected. And finally,
ecological, economic, and political marginality may be "mutually reinforcing."
Considering these concepts, political ecology seeks to analyze multiple scales, spaces,

7

and perceptions and to examine "national and global processes that transcend
geographically separable locales" (Paulson and Gezon (2005:8).
A political ecological analysis of deforestation in Ghana and its impacts on drum
making sheds light on the multiple actors involved in deforestation and environmental
change. The actions of local drum makers are not viewed in isolation from national
policies that have been shaped by international entities. For example, structural
adjustment measures, largely molded by the International Monetary Fund and the World
Bank, influence national policies, which in tum, affect the interactions of people,
including drum makers, with the environment at local levels. Thus, the various forces
constraining drum makers in Ghana cannot be adequately illuminated without using the
multiple lenses provided through a political ecological approach.
In addition, the current environmental, social, political, and economic conditions
in Ghana cannot be fully understood synchronically. Rather, they must be understood in
relation to the politic.al eco-history of the country. Events of the past, especially
agricultural expansion, migration, colonization, and development, have also shaped the
current landscape and continue to have lingering social, political, and economic impacts.
Composition of Chapters

Ecological and historical information about Ghana is provided in chapter two.· In
addition, environmental policy, land use, and forestry are discussed. This chapter gives
readers the background necessary for understanding the national and international
pressures intertwined with environmental change in Ghana.
Chapter three provides a general overview of music in Ghana, including the role
of music in society, and a discussion on drum making. This chapter, which sets the stage
for the presentation of my thesis, is based on research by other scholars, as well as on my
own musical experiences in Ghana.
Research conducted in three regions of Ghana is explored in chapter four, "The
Growing Road to the Bush." Information gathered in Tamale, two areas of the Eastern
Region, and Peki is combined into one chapter due to similarities in the impacts of
deforestation and drum makers' access to resources.
8

Chapter five focuses on drum making and environmental change in the lower
Volta Region. Research from this area is presented separately due to the uniqueness of
the situation relative to research conducted in other areas. The first part explores local
deforestation and the change in a drum technology. The second part discusses current
threats to barrel drum making in the Anlo-Ewe area, which ties into broader economic
issues, including timber exportation.
Finally, chapter six will analyze drum making and deforestation through a
political ecological perspective. This section will discuss local, national, and
international forces that are involved in environmental change and how these intersecting
forces impact drum making in specific communities. Concluding statements will be
presented following the discussion.

9

Chapter Two: History and Environment

Ecological and Historical Setting
Situated on 23.9 million hectares (59. 1 million acres) in the south-central area of West
Africa, Ghana extends in latitude from 4.5 degrees to 11 degrees north of the equator and
from a longitude of 1.5 degrees east to 3.5 degrees west (Boateng 1960: 3). The country
is bordered by Burkina Faso to the north, Cote d'Ivoire to the west, and Togo to the east.
Ghana's southern border terminates at the Gulf of Guinea (See Figure 2. 1).
Ghana's landscape is composed of coastal grasslands, savannah woodlands, and
high forest zones. The high forest zones are largely concentrated in the southwestern
area of Ghana, although deciduous forests can be found as far east as the central Volta
Region (Boateng 1960; Hens and Boon 1999). Rainfall ranges from about 900 mm/year
in the savannah areas up to 3000 mm/year in the high forest zones (Hens and Boon
1999:337).
While savannahs make up a large part of the country today, Ghana was most
likely "clothed with forests" in the past (Dickson 1969:33 7). Ecological research
indicates that much of the savannah areas was once wooded. The vegetation of the pre
savannah forests is believed to be similar to the composition of the existing closed forest
areas of Ghana today, which is often referred to as the Antiaris-Chlorophora association 1
(Dickson 1969:337).
Ghana is named after a powerful medieval empire - the Soninke kingdom of
Ghana. Al Yaqubi, a nineteenth century writer, described the ancient kingdom as one of
the three most organized states in the area. The rulers were known for their military
strength, control of local goldmines, and trade relations with North African merchants
(Naylor 2000:6; Berry 1995:5).
Prior to independence from Britain, colonial Ghana was referred to as the "Gold
Coast," and for a long period of history this title only referred to the coastal areas
(Boateng 1 960:4). The boundaries of the Gold Coast expanded dramatically from the late

1

Antiaris and Ch/orophora are both genera of specific trees of the High Forest Zone.
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nineteenth century into the twentieth century. The borders that define Ghana today were
not established until the early twentieth century (Dickson 1969).
These borders are a result of colonial endeavors and do not follow ethnic lines.
Ghana is an extremely diverse country with numerous ethnic groups and traditions. Most
of the groups that constitute Ghana today were settled in the area by the sixteenth century
(Berry 1995:5). However, Ghanaians often have ethnic and kin connections that extend
beyond national borders. The largest linguistic groups consist of the Akan, the Ga
Adangbe, the Guan, the Mole-Dagbani, and the Ewe-speaking peoples (Berry 1995:80;
Naylor 2000:6) (See Figure 2.2).
Although the Gold Coast did not become a formal British colony until the 1870s,
West African peoples have been involved with European trade for centuries. For
example, French traders established a trading post in Elmina in the 1300s and Portuguese,
Danish, Swedish and British traders followed in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. A
deluge of European missionaries launched their agendas during the seventeenth century
(Naylor 2000: 13-14).
Gold and slaves became the main exports from Ghana during the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. Due to increased demand for slaves in the Americas, the trans
Atlantic slave trade became more important than gold. Some African groups traded
slaves for European guns, textiles, and other imports. The growing slave trade led to
population decline in the Gold Coast, as well as neighboring areas (Naylor 2000: 13- 14).
The export slave trade was abolished in the early nineteenth century and was
replaced by export agriculture. Cassava and maize production spread, and in many areas
these crops replaced more traditional crops, such as millet and guinea com. However,
palm oil production provided the new basis for Ghana's economy (Dickson 1969: 12012 1). After its introduction to Ghana in 1878, cocoa later became one of the most
important agricultural crops (Naylor 2000:80).
By the early twentieth century, the British were well established as the most
important European power in the Gold Coast. The colony eventually expanded into
Ashanti land, the northern territories, and the area currently known as the Volta Region.
Through indirect rule, the British set up a Western style administration (Naylor 2000).
13
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During the early 1900s, development schemes were launched, which involved
harbor development, road and railroad construction, and the promotion of exportation,
especially of agricultural crops and natural resources (Naylor 2000: 14-16). Under
colonial rule, Ghana had become Britain's "tributary economy." As a result, many of the
structural and environmental problems of Ghana today are rooted in the colonial
economic endeavors of the past (Owusu 1998:421).
Independence

As Britain's rule continued in the Gold Coast, nationalist movements concerned with
self-governance, mainly the United Gold Coast Convention and the Conventi�n Peoples'
Party (CPP), emerged during the mid twentieth century. In 1 956, the Convention
Peoples' Party, under the leadership of Kwame Nkrumah, called for independence, which
was granted on March 6, 1957, allowing Ghana to become the first independent nation i�
sub-Saharan Africa during the twentieth century (Naylor 2000: 17-18).
While Nkrumah played a strong role in the Pan-African and anti-colonial
movements, as well as envisioned Ghana as the "Black Star" of Africa, he and the CPP
administration began manipulating electoral and constitutional processes. By eliminating
any political opposition, Nkrumah and the CPP lead Ghana from an independent
democratic nation into a single party authoritarian state. In 1960, a new constitution was
created, making Ghana a republic, and N�mah was declared president for life (Berry
1995 :32-36; Naylor 2000:20).
Due to Nkrumah' s corruption and mismanaged development policies that
instigated an economic decline, opposition grew. In 1 966, a military coup brought
Nkrumah's rule to a halt. The National Liberation Council (NLC) ruled for three years
and re-established democracy in Ghana (Berry 1995:36-37; Naylor 2000:20).
In 1969, the Progress Party, lead by Kofi Busia, was elected as the new civilian
administration. Economic decline continued as foreign debt increased. Another coup
occurred in 1972, staged by Lieutenant Colonel Acheampong and the National
Redemption Council (NRC). This new administration was a military government that
was reorganized into the Supreme Military Council (SMC) in 1975 (Naylor 2000:21).
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As the economy continued to decline, the SMC began to clamp down on growing
criticism. Meanwhile, various groups, composed of students, lawyers, and other
civilians, began to call for a return to civilian rule, and in 1978, a union government of
military and civilian leaders was voted into power as the country entered an economic
crisis (Berry 1995:44; Naylor 2000:2 1-22).
On May 15, 1979, a month before the planned general elections, Flight Lieutenant
Jerry John Rawlings led a coup attempt. Rawlings and the Armed Forces Revolutionary
Council (AFRC) took control of the government to curb corruption. The planned election
took place anyway, and Hilla Limann of the Peoples' National Party (PNP) was
inaugurated on September 24, 1979. The AFRC monitored Limann's administration
(Berry 1995:46-47; Naylor 2000:22).
Corruption continued, which lead to another coup lead by J.J. Rawlings, who
called this the "Second Coming" and took control on December 3 1, 1981. The new
leading party of Ghana was called the Provision National Defense Council (PNDC).
Civilians were appointed to cabinet positions in order to demonstrate the new
government's emphasis on civilian participation (Berry 1995:48-49).
Ghana's economy continued to decline. Export production, including cocoa,
gold, timber, and diamonds, was down (Berry 1995:53). Drought, low food production,
bush fires, and the return of over a million Ghanaians who were expelled from Nigeria in
1983 also contributed to these hardships (Berry 1995:52; Donkor 1997:95; 1 16). After
failing to gain economic support from Gadafi of Libya and Sankara of Burkina Faso,
Rawlings began negotiations with the World Bank and International Monetary Fund
(IMF) (Naylor 2000:22-23).
Structural Adjustment
Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) involve the implementation of economic policies
to address structural problems that inhibit development. These policies generally include
a combination of measures to stabilize, rehabilitate, and liberalize a dwindling economy.
The programs, typically sponsored by the IMF and World Bank, provide loans to the
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developing country and establish restrictions on spending to boost economic growth and
creating efficient means of production (Owusu 1 998:420-422).
In 1 983, Ghana' s structural adjustment program, known as the Economic
Recovery Programme (ERP), was set up in two phases. The goal of the first phase was
stabilization through economic austerity and infrastructural rehabilitation, such as the
reviving of the forestry sector. The second phase involved liberalization measures,
including the downsizing of state institutions, privatization, and the ·promotion of exports
(Owusu 1 998 :420; Naylor 2000:24).
As a result of adjustment, gross domestic product (GDP) growth rates increased
and Ghana experienced a period of economic growth; however, agricultural subsidies
were eliminated, public spending was restricted, and fees were established in education,
healthcare, and other social sectors (Naylor 2000:24; Berry 1 995:52-53). Despite the
economic boost, the overall quality of life for Ghanaians decreased. Poverty and
unemployment rose, and many hardships for the poor intensified (Naylor 2000 :24-25 ;
Awumbila 1 997: 1 24).
Ghana still faces the unintended human and environmental costs of adjustment
policies - along with the residual impacts of colonialism and corruption. Since the mid
1 990s, the country has experienced economic decline, a continuous devaluation of the
local currency (cedi), and debt increased from US$ 1 .4 billion· in 1 980 to US$ 6.9 billion
in 1 998 (Naylor 2000:26, 82). In 2000, J.A. Kufour of the New Patriotic Party was
elected to replace Rawlings. Despite the NPP 's promise of a "proven way forward"
(Hutchful 2002:246), poverty and unemployment continue to plague the country, and
these factors exacerbate environmental destruction.
Environmental Policy in Ghana

Hens and Boon ( 1 999) divide environmental policy in Ghana into a pre and post- Rio
period, highlighting the influence of the I � 92 Rio Earth Summit on Ghanaian policy. The
pre.. Rio policies, which were developed after the 1 972 United Nations Conference on the
Human Environment (UNCHE), largely addressed environmental problems cosmetically.
The Environmental Protection Council (EPC) was established in 1 974. Legal acts
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pertaining to the environment that existed prior to the construction of the EPC were
mostly scattered, uncoordinated, and ineffective. While the EPC served as an advisory,
coordinating, and research organization, it lacked appropriate enforcement powers (Hens
and Boon 1999:343).
The 1992 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development and Agenda 2 1
greatly influenced Ghana's environmental policy. Ghana's post-Rio policies began with
the implementation of a National Environmental Action Plan (NEAP) in 1993, which led
to the establishment of a National Environmental Policy (NEP). The goal of the policy
is to resolve imbalances between economic development and environmental
conservation. The policy is involved in legislation, the establishment of standards and
regulations, strengthening existing environmental policy, and coordinating environmental
agents (Hens and Boon 1999: 344).
Several institutions were established to implement Ghana's post-Rio policies.
The Ministry of Environment, Science, and Technology (MEST) was established to
implement Agenda 2 1 and work with other ministries and departments. With these tasks
in mind, the ministry constructed the National Committee for the Implementation of
Agenda 2 1 (Hens and Boon 1999:344).
The 1974 Environmental Protection Council was replaced with the Environmental
Protection Act in 1994. Unlike the EPC, the new EPA has more enforcement powers. It
is involved in the promotion of environmental research, supporting policy at the district
level, and is responsible for regulating and ensuring the implementation of environmental
policy (Hens and Boon 1999: 345).
At the local level, District Assemblies (DAs) have the role of implementing the
NEAP by creating environmental awareness. The Assemblies have established district
and community level committees to help carry out environmental programs. These
programs involve issues such as the disposal of wastes, littering, overcrowding, land
degradation, and pollution (Hens and Boon 1999:345).
In addition to the MEST, EPA, and DAs, other organizations and institutions play
a role in environmental policy, including Non-Governmental Organizations, the Ministry
of Food and Agriculture, the Forestry Department, the National Energy Board, and
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numerous other departments and research institutions (Hens and Boon 1 999:345) (See
Figure 2.3)
While Ghana has created this relatively new system of environmental policy to
better manage natural resource use and environmental problems, it will be difficult, if not
impossible, to undo the environmental damage that has accrued over the past century. In
addition, effective measures for environmental protection must include the needs of the
country's people. Environmental degradation, as Blaikie and Brookfield point out
(1 987:2; Paulson and Gezon 2005:29-30), is not just a physical problem of the natural
world, but is a social problem as well. After examining the social consequences of
environmental policy in various parts of Africa, Robert Hitchcock ( 1 997:90) further notes
that:
Effective conservation and development activities in Africa can only come
about when coercion gives way to cooperation - and when local people
are given support, information, and technical assistance. Africans, for
their part, are more than willing to cooperate with those organizations that
place human rights on an equal footing with species preservation.
While Ghana' s new policy theoretically attempts to include public participation in
decision-making processes, incentives for participation a�e lacking. In addition, among
other instruments discussed in Ghana's environmental policy, polluter fees are expected
to prevent problems of pollution. However, high levels of poverty make it "politically
and socially difficult to insist on implementing the polluter pays principle on an across
the-board basis" (Hens and Boon 1 999:348). As long as the basic socio-economic rights
of the people are not being ensured, and poverty and unemployment persist at high levels,
environmental protection will be an overwhelming task.

19

National D e u el opment
Planning Commission

f---ti

Minis try of Enu lronment,
Science and Technology (ME ST)

i

f4f-

Enuiro nmental Protection

A gency (EPA)

...
'.

;

' J,

I

Rese arc h Ins titutions Inc luding:
- Council ror Sc ientific and Indu strial
Research
4 Ghana s tandards Board
- Meteorolegical Seruh;es
Department
-·Geological Seruices Departmen t
- Rernote . Senstng Cen tre
- Dep.art ment of Epid emiology and
· · tlygiene
' - Ett.

N a t ionaJ C o mmi1 tee f o r the
I mp leme n t a t i o n o r Rgenda 2 1
( N AC I A 2 1 )

•

D i s t ric t R s s emblil!!s

•

Dl s trlc:1
£m,irunmental
Man agement
C o mmit t ee
( D E MC )

, ,)

(DAs)

•l

C ommunity
E n uironmental
C ommittee
(CEC)

•
Re gion a l

£ nuironme n t aj
O ffi c e

Figure 2.3 Environmental Institutions in Ghana (Hens and Boon 1999:344)

20

Timber and Land Use

Agriculture, mining, and logging are the three main economic sectors that characterize
land use in Ghana. About 75 percent of Ghana's population2 is involved in agriculture a sector that makes up about 40 percent of the gross national product. Gold, bauxite,
diamonds, and manganese are a few of the minerals mined in Ghana (Hens and Boon
1999). About 25 percent of Ghana's land area is being mined, and much of this land is in
the forest zone - putting trees and arable land at risk for destruction (Hutchful
2002:83,92).
The timber trade in Ghana began in the late 1880s. Ghana exported small
amounts of timber until 1891, when 112,000 cubic feet of African mahogany (Khaya and
Entandrophragma species) went to Westem Europe. Prior to the 1890s, Ghana possessed
one of the largest tracts of closed, moist forests in West Africa. Timber exportation
continued to increase throughout the early 1900s (Owusu 1998:431; Taylor 1960:5).
Due to the growing importance of timber, the government enacted the Timber
Protection Ordinance in 1907 to protect specific immature species against felling. The
.

.

Forestry Department was established in 1909, and in 1910, a Forest Bill was proposed,
but was strongly opposed due to its potential interference with local land rights; however,
the 1927 Forest Ordinance established forest reserves, which currently contain about 19
percent of the High Forest Zone (Taylor 1960:7).
Reservation policy was largely influenced by cocoa production. Thus, it became
necessary to protect watersheds and soil quality to enhance conditions for cocoa
agriculture, since cocoa grows best in wet, semi-deciduous forests. Cocoa production
and deforestation in Ghana have been deeply intertwined throughout much of the
twentieth century (Kotey et al 1998:iv; Amanor 1994: 62; Owusu 1998:431).
The reservation process initially involved the consultation of landholding chiefs
and local communities due to Britain's indirect rule, which allowed traditional
institutions and chiefdoms to play a large role in local government. During World War
II, timber became the main focus of forest policy. As the "timberization" of forest policy
2 The population of Ghana is about 20 million, with an average annual growth rate of about 2. 7 percent
(Naylor 2000:82).
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began, local influences on policy became increasingly marginalized by the voices of
timber merchants and foresters (Kotey et al 1998:v, 12- 13).
Since the 1940s, more than 90 percent of the closed canopy natural forest
woodlands have been deforested. Commercial logging is the main cause of this forest
loss, although agricultural endeavors and exploitation for fuelwood have also contributed.
The clearing of land by bushfires is common, especially since agriculture is such a
significant component of the economy (Hens and Boon 1999:338-339).
Wood provides a major source of energy in Ghana for both domestic and
industrial use. However, fuelwood and charcoal consumption is not as significant in
Ghana as it is in other areas of Africa. The annual consumption of fuelwood in Ghana is
about 650,000 tons, and the annual consumption of charcoal is 120,000 tons. Instead of
live trees, deadwood produced through attrition and abandoned trunks left by loggers and
sawmillers is typically collected for fuel and charcoal production. Fuelwood collectors
and swidden farmers both penetrate forests by taking advantage of logging roads (Owusu
1998:431).
With Ghana's economic hardships during the 1970s, the main economic sectors,
including forestry and mining, declined. Under structural adjustment, the forestry sector
was revitalized, and the Ghana Timber Marketing Board was replaced with two new
agencies: the Timber Export Development Board, which involved the promotion of
exports, and the Forest Products Inspection Bureau, which monitored production and
ensured high export performance. Since forests are considered a "renewable resource,"
rehabilitation of the forestry sector seemed like a "convenient means for the Ghanaian
government to satisfy the demands of international capital by keeping the country's hard
currency revenues stable via wood and other primary exports" (Owusu 1998:424).
However, considering the long gestation, or development, of most of the tropical
export species and inconsequential tree planting, the "renewable" nature of the forests is
debatable (Owusu 1998:424). At the beginning of the ERP, restrictions previously placed
on the exportation of specific timber species were lifted. The exportation of wood
increased dramatically within the first decade of adjustment, especially the exportation of
processed wood - a process that generates large amounts of waste. From 1983 to 1993,
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the exportation of processed lumber increased 500 percent, and the exportation of logs
increased 806 percent. In 1 988, which was a peak export year in Ghana, the United
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) reported that the remaining closed
tropical moist forest in Ghana was 1 7, 1 80 km2 , which is about 1 1 .8 percent of the forest
that existed prior to the 1 890s (Owusu 1 998:426,43 1 ). Despite Ghana's efforts since the
mid- 1 990s to implement more effective environmental policy, the current environmental
and social conditions pose massive challenges for the country.
Summary

Although deforestation, and land degradation, existed in West Africa prior to the
influence of colonial powers, Ghana's integration into a global economy has only
intensified and accelerated deforestation and degradation. The promotion of cash crop
production, mining activities, and timber exportation under British rule, and later under
the constraints of structural adjustment has led to almost a century of environmental
exploitation that will have long-lasting effects.
Population growth, poverty, and limited access to adequate education and
healthcare can exaggerate the degrading consequences of global economic forces. Abject
poverty often forces people to engage in environmentally destructive behaviors, whether
those actions involve deforestation for fuel, the poaching of animals for food, or the over
working of land for survival. Poverty also weakens the human spirit and voice, as well as
facilitates the actions of exploitative powers.
Drum making in Ghana occurs under these conditions. For some, carving is
primarily a source of income to satisfy the tourist with a souvenir of the "exotic." For
others, it is a tradition that provides a tool for social adhesion, with symbols and
meanings derived from the ancestors. Nonetheless, carvers are linked to the local,
national, and global forces shaping the world around them.
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Chapter Three: The Cultural Significance of Music in Ghana

Translating the extremely dynamic phenomenon of music in Ghana into a written text is a
daunting task. In fact, ethnomusicologists, such as Charles Seegar, have questioned the
capacity of scholars to deal with music, a "multi-faceted" form of communication, in
another mode of communication, such as speech (Netti 1983:23). Thus, this discussion
of music in Ghana will inevitably be limited, and will by no means represent all the
emotions and perspectives of those who know the music. My personal knowledge, in
many ways, is superficial, although I have been a student of many types of Ghanaian
music for over a decade. After these years, I am still a novice of the musical pieces I first
learned because a single piece of music provides an unending resource of knowledge.
Numerous scholars have contributed to the anthropological and musicological
literature on African music within the past century, including Alan P. Merriam, Gerhard
Kubik, and others (Chernoff 1979). With regard to Ghanaian music, works by W.E.F.
Ward, A.M. Jones, Seth Cudjoe, B.S. Gadzekpo, and others comprise some of_the early
scholarship (Nketia 1963: 111-113). J.H. Kwabena Nketia, however, is one of the most
notable contributors. Since the 1970s, scholars such as John Miller Chernoff and David
Locke have also enhanced the growing literature on Ghanaian music (Chernoff 1979,
1985; Locke 1987, 1990, 1992, 1996).
Music in Society

Ghana is rich with cultural and musical diversity. To many Ghanaians, music is
participatory and not limited to the wide variety of sound producing instruments, but also
includes dancing and singing. The absence of one component would render the music
incomplete. Despite the common belief that African music involves only drums,
instruments such as xylophones, bells, shakers, flutes, and fiddles exist in Ghana
(Chernoff 1979). A variety of instrument shapes, sounds, arrangements, as well as
dancing and singing styles can be found throughout the country.
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For instance, musical traditions in the Northern Region typically use drums that
hang over the shoulder, allowing the drummer to be mobile and even interact with
dancers. In the south, however, drum ensembles among many traditions are sedentary
and players are seated behind the drums. Additionally, drum ensembles may be
composed of hand drums, drums played with sticks, or a combination of both. While the
Ewe, Akan, and other groups in Ghana may have drums with their own unique
morphological characteristics, the arrangement of drums and dancers is usually specific
to the piece of music being performed (for a list of drums discussed in this thesis, drum
materials, and drum sizes, see Appendix II).
Music in Ghana is integrated into various aspects of community life, and thus
plays a strong role in the socialization of the young, the flow of daily routines, and the
structuring of community events. Music may arise spontaneously throughout the day,
such as over beers or during daily tasks, or music may be associated with more formal,
organized events. In addition to the diversity of traditional musics throughout Ghana,
highlife and other types of popular music blast from drinking spots, taxis, and restaurants,
or "chop bars."
Spontaneous Music-maldng
Spontaneous music making may arise with a variety of events or daily activities and may
also employ any sound producing objects, such as hammers, bottles, or the hollow stalks
of papaya trees. Both individuals and collectivities may engage in these spontaneous
events. For example, someone weeding a garden or fetching water may sing or hum,
while music may arise among a group of construction workers, fishermen, or even among
postal workers canceling stamps (Nketia 1963; Locke 1996:72).
John Chernoff ( 1979:93) noted, "one of the most noticeable features of African
cultures is that many activities - paddling a canoe, chopping a tree, pounding grain,
smashing up the yams for dinner, or simply moving - seem set within a rhythmic
framework which can and often does serve as the basis for music and songs." Upon
Chernoffs ( 1979:93-94) arrival in Ghana to study music, he describes a rhythmic
encounter at the customs office:
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On one of my first afternoons in Accra I went to the airport to fill out
many forms. . . .Eventually one of the chief inspectors. . .called another
clerk to prepare typed copies of the invoices and other papers. The two of
us went to a little desk in one corner, and then the man began typing. I
flipped. Using the capitalization shift key with his little fingers to pop in
accents between words, he beat out fantastic rhythms. Even when he
looked at the rough copies to find his next sentence, he continued his
rhythms on the shift key. He finished up each form with a splendid
flourish on the date and port of entry.
While spontaneous music-making is common throughout Ghana, it is important to
note that music is socially organized and there are times when music is inappropriate or
even banned. For example, humming, singing, or whistling may, in some instances, be
discouraged while eating, or even bathing. Also, all forms of music - spontaneous or
organized - are banned weeks before certain festivals. Although music is pervasive and
is often an integral component in community life, there are also specific socially
controlled restrictions (Nketia 1963:5).
Organized Music-making
In addition to spontaneous occasions, music also occurs in association with more
organized events, such as wakes, funerals, and weddings. The day, hour, and the duration
of an event are typically organized, and music often plays a crucial role in the behaviors
associated with an event (Nketia 1963:6).
While conducting research in the lower Volta Region, I participated in a wake and
funeral in an Ewe village near Denu. These events occurred under specific conditions
and were largely structured by music. Upon the death of an individual, a bell may be
used to inform the community that a member has died. The sounding of the bell is often
followed by small explosions created by the ignition of gunpowder-packed pipes lodged
into the ground. These shotgun-like explosions are used throughout funeral events to
inform people about the starting and stopping times - just as the master drummer uses
specific drum calls to start and end a musical piece.
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The wake began around 10pm and lasted throughout the night. In order for the
wake to occur, there had to be a minimum number of musicians - including a master
drummer and multiple supporting drummers. The funeral occurred on the following day.
As with the wake, people of the community, including myself, had specific
responsibilities. During both of these events, music was a binding force that brought all
community members and guests together. The drumming, dancing, and singing persisted
throughout both events and provided a structure for people to emotionally engage the
passing of a community member into the world of the ancestors.
Other organized events that often occur in combination with music include certain
annual festivals, puberty rites, story telling, games, and life-cycle celebrations. In some
Ghanaian societies, such as the Akan, children sing insult songs targeting a constant bed
wetter, or children might learn a specific song when they lose their first tooth (Agordoh
1994:34). Music often plays a significant role in political institutions, and specific music
may only be performed for chiefs or in the courts (Nketia 1963). In some circumstances,
recreational pieces, such as "Gahu" - a Yoruban-influenced dance often performed
among the Ewe (Locke 1987) - may be performed at festivals or between events or
programs and may not have any ritual significance (Nketia 1963: 11).
Music can be used during religious ceremonies as "a vehicle of worship" and to
communicate with ancestral spirits (Agordoh 1994:41 ). For example, in the same area
where I witnessed and experienced the wake and funeral, one of the many religious
groups in the village has a weekly gathering that occurs over many hours. Again,
members had specific roles to perform. This particular religious organization is referred
to as the "Brekete," which is also the name of the master drum. Based on my
observations, dancers that would become embodied by ancestors could be distinguished
from other dancers by their expressions, white dress, and body paint. They also danced
in a swirling manner, while other dancers moved in lines across the circular gathering.
According to Galeota ( 1985: 13), possession occurs in conjunction with the energetic lead
of the master drum, which plays specific rhythms to evoke spirits. For many organized
events, music is more than mere accompaniment; it becomes the vital force directing
activities and expressions.
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Music, Socialization, and Cosmology
Music in Ghana can provide a window into other social realms. But to simply peer
through this window is not enough. Engagement is necessary for understanding and is an
integral element of music. If one truly seeks to understand music in Ghana, participation
is crucial, because in most settings, music is a social event.
Music in Ghana is typically passed from one generation to the next through oral
transmission. Music education starts very early in life. Infants are exposed to the
interconnecting rhythms as they rest on the backs of their dancing mothers. Games for
children often involve songs and rhythms, and it is common to see young children
mimicking drum patterns on the ground next to their performing elders or to see children
forming their own performance troupe using buckets, baskets, and tin cans. Children
acquire musical knowledge by imitation and participation in not only musical events, but
also in the rhythms of daily tasks.
Because music is essential to life in Ghana, music not only plays a role in the
organization of an event, but it also provides "an appropriate framework through which
people may relate to each other" for music and dance in Ghana "are not performed as an
unrestrained emotional expression; fundamentally, African music and dance are ways of
posing structures and restrictions for ethical actualization" (Chernoff 1979: 150, 154).
For example, children often learn community participation through musical
games. The game ")boJ Asi Me Nsa Nana," 1 which translates into "The Rock Crushed
My Hand Grandma," requires children to sit in a circle, sing a song, and pass rocks
around the circle to the pulse of the song. If an individual passes a rock out of rhythm, it
disrupts the flow of rocks, and the child is likely to get his or her hand smashed by the
circulating rocks. The game shows children how to work in rhythm with others, which is
essential to community life, and it illustrates that there may be consequences for
disrupting that rhythm (personal communication, Joseph Rasmussen 1994; also see
Adzenyah et al. 1986:14-15).

1

")bo) Asi Me Nsa Nana" is the Twi spelling. The ")" is pronounced "aw" (personal communication,
Joseph Rasmussen 1994, 2005).
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In his book on African music and sensibility, Chernoff ( 1979:154) explains that
"participation in an African musical event characterizes a sensibility with which Africans
relate to the world and commit themselves to its affairs . . . music's explicit purpose . . .is,
essentially, socialization." Thus, children learn values and appropriate behavior through
participation in musical events. Through music, children learn the value of participation
in community life, and musical events shape the ways in which children will
communicate and engage the world. Children also learn that plurality is an important
community value, just as the multi-vocality of rhythms is an important musical attribute.
To illustrate, Chernoff (1979: 162) explains:
On . a simple level, in a conversation, someone listening will punctuate a
speaker's phrases with what a Westerner might consider meaningless
noises, but without these utterances at the right time, the speaker will stop
and wait for encouragement or for an indication of involvement . . . On the
broadest level, the African musical sensibility offers a highly sophisticated
example of a tendency frequently seen in traditional African political and
economic institutions, a tendency toward situating multiple conflicting
and · opposing forces into a process of mediated and balanced
communication.
By better understanding the role of music in socialization, as well as the structure of
music itself, we can better understand the power of community values in everyday
interactions in Ghana.
Society and Sound Structure

If culture and knowledge are "webs of significance" that can be interpreted "as a
symbolic system" (Geertz 1973:5, 17), then a collection of drums can be seen as a
symbol for community, unity, and communication. A solitary drum, for example, yields
little information about music and community life because alone, it cannot communicate.
A drum ensemble in action, however, provides a place where numerous aspects of social
life intersect.
Steven Feld's ( 1984) ideas, as presented in "Sound Structure As Social
Structure," may elicit a basic understanding of music and community in Ghana, for much
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of what is "musically salient" in a society will be socially marked, "albeit in a great
variety of ways, some more superfluous than others" (Feld 1984:406). While
emphasizing "there is not a yes/no issue about correlating song structure and social
structure," Feld (1984:404) is "concerned with the role local ideologies play in
constituting and maintaining those local, specific sociological models of and for musical
realities." In other words, Feld indicates that societal structures may influence the
structuring of music within that society. Thus, understanding aspects of social structure
may provide insight into sound structure.
For example, Judith Becker ( 1979) gained insight into Javanese musical systems
by also attempting to understand Javanese perceptions of time. Specifically, Becker
looked at market cycles within Javanese society to make sense out of the cyclical use of
gongs in Javanese ensembles. In Java, there are markets that operate on five, six, seven,
and nine-day cycles. To illustrate, every thirty-five days a market that operates on a five
day cycle will coincide with a market that occurs every sev.en. days. Therefore, the
market system in Java is composed of numerous cycles of markets operating at different
rates, and at specific times, they coincide.
Within Javanese music, the cycles of gongs of various pitches work in a similar
manner. One cycle of a low-pitched gong may be subdivided by numerous cycles of
higher pitched gongs. Thus, a cyclical perception of time is obvious in various aspects of
Javanese culture, including music and the market system. Becker concludes that if
"musical systems are studied in isolation apart from the cultural environment in which
they are supported and to which they lend support, a great deal of meaning of the music is
certain to be obscured. Musical thought is indivisible from the thought processes and
cultural concepts of the people who produce the music and the people for whom it is
played" (Becker 1979:210).
This approach can be applied to various musics of Ghana. For example, in Anlo
Ewe music, which will be discussed further in chapter five, each drum has its own
individual voice, which contributes to a much larger "conversation" among the drums of
the ensemble. All the drums work together to create an integrated whole composed of
individual drum patterns. Dancers move their bodies in response to these multiple
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rhythms. This provides a source for the interpretation of traditional Ewe community life,
which is usually socially, politically, and economically communal. Although members
have their own roles, perspectives, and occupations, individual efforts typically
contribute to the larger social network, just as a drum contributes a specific rhythm
within a larger complex of rhythms.
Dagbamba society, which is discussed more in chapter four, is a hierarchical
chiefdom, with a Paramount Chief, royal families, courts, artisans, traders, and farmers.
Many areas of social and family life are stratified. Likewise, there is a hierarchy of
musicians. There are three strata of drum chiefs within a drumming guild, with "Lun
Naa" being the first chief, "Sampahi Naa" the second, and "Dolsi Naa" the third chief.
There are lead drummers and answering drummers, which are "of lesser stature," yet they
function as a necessary component (Locke 1990:14; 1996:1 14). Thus, Dagbamba
drummers "have a pyramid-like system of titled positions of authority," just like the royal
hierarchies of Dagbamba society (Locke 1996: 1 14).
Drum Making in Ghana

Drum making in Ghana occurs under a variety of circumstances. Knowledge of drum
making is typically acquired through apprenticeship, although the rules and conditions for
the transmission of this knowledge may vary greatly among cultures and regions within
Ghana. For example, in his thesis on Ewe drum making, Galeota ( 1985) describes the
duties of a master barrel drum maker, named Anani. As a master, Anani must first have
the skills of a business owner, and second, he must be a teacher. Apprentices have to
learn respect for the master, as well as his family and customers, before they can receive
drum making lessons. Learning barrel drum construction can take months and the
apprentices must prove to the teacher that they can produce good quality drums to be sold
in the shop. Various rituals may even accompany drum making lessons. Third, the
master drum maker has to be a "father" and display "humanistic qualities" by providing
apprentices with adequate support (Galeota 1985:29). Apprenticeship among other
traditions, such as those of the Dagbamba or Akan, however, may follow different
guidelines.
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Since drums can be carved or pieced together like a barrel, drum making
processes, tools, and materials will differ. For carved drums, woods have to be soft
enough to enable easy penetration with an axe and a hand drill and malleable enough for
shaving with a chisel and machete. Barrel drums are constructed with timber board,
which i � sawn into staves to be molded within metal hoops of various sizes. A "driver,"
or chisel, and a mallet are used to place the hoops into place (Galeota 1 985 :69). Due to
the molding process required for barrel drum making, drum construction can take up to
two weeks. For carved drums, the time required may vary depending on how long cut
logs are allowed to "season" or dry out. Once the logs are ready to be carved, drums can
be constructed in a day's time - the amount will depend on the size and detail of each
drum. Seasonal weather can also influence the amount of time it takes to prepare both
carved and barrel drums, since it takes longer for drums to dry out during the rainy
season.
Finished drums are typically stored indoors to prevent water or sun damage.
Precautions to protect drums are also taken when drums are in use. For example,
following a ceremony to welcome me and other students to a village in the lower Volta
Region, drumming and dancing emerged during a rain shower. To prevent water
damage, the drums were played under trees and sheltered from the rain.
In some cases, drums may not even be played during rain showers. On another
occasion in 2000, while studying Dagbamba drumming in the Northern Region, my
teacher insisted that we refrain from drumming during rain showers. While his reasoning
had more to do with respect for the rain because of its_ crucial role in farming in the dry
north, this restriction also prevents potential damage to drums from exposure to rain.
Thus, during rain showers, students were only permitted to "mouth drum," or sing
drumming parts.
In addition to the variations on drum making processes, the reasons for becoming
a drum maker vary as well. Some people learn drum making primarily for economic
purposes. Such drum carvers largely produce drums to be sold to tourists in art centers.
Based on my observations in a variety of drum shops within art centers, there is little
uniformity in drum making in this context, and perhaps even greater latitude for drum
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design than would be found among the drum makers supplying drums to more traditional
communities and musicians. Thus, drum production can be solely economic and largely
devoid of community influence or customs. 2
However, drum making is also passed down as a family or community tradition.
In the small Ghanaian town of Denu, for example, I interviewed a man who learned
barrel drum making from his father and planned to someday teach his sons drum making.
In this case, children and apprentices learn to make, for the most part, traditional Ewe
drums. These drums, while available for non-Ghanaians as well, typically end up in Ewe
communities and are used during community events. Galeota ( 1 985 :29) describes the
importance of the Ewe drum maker in society:
He provides the drums used in the music making that is a regular activity
of daily life. He continues a tradition that characterizes the style of Ewe
music, since the drums themselves play such a predominant part in the
music. He teaches the art of drum making, sharing the knowledge with
apprentices who may become competent Masters. Finally, all drum
makers are trained in the general areas of carpentry and roofing houses.
As a result, they provide the community with additional useful services, as
well as supplementing their own income.
While variations may exist among the drum making traditions of Ghana, drum
making is crucial to the perpetuation of musical traditions. Thus, drum makers involved
in such traditions, rather than solely accommodating the tourist market, are valued
members of the community.
Summary

Understanding that music in Ghana - a rich source of knowledge, symbols, and
meanings - acts as a binding force among communities is crucial to understanding the
importance of this thesis. Considering the significance of music in socialization and
2

Based on my observations, the prices of drums purchased in art centers tend to be more negotiable than
drums purchased within community settings. In both cases, the prices will vary according to drum size,
and the amount of time and materials necessary for production. In other words, larger drums or drums with
more ornate designs will cost more than smaller or ''unpolished" drums. Drum prices in both cases can
range from about $ 1 0 US to around $ 1 00 US. However, drums purchased in Ghana and sold on the
Internet are typically sold at rates at least five times higher than the above prices.
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community life in Ghana, musical instruments are more than simple tools. They become
symbols for identities, communities, and ways of life. As Chemoff ( 1 979: 1 50)
elaborates:
Symbolically, the drum is the "voice" of the ancestors, those who watch
over the moral life of a community, and proper drumming and dance are
founded on a sense of respect and gratitude to the ancestors for the
continuity of the community which uses music and dance to restructure
and refocus its integrity as a source of strength in the lives of its members.
Drums recall histories, guide social events, honor the ancestors, communicate
knowledge, and instruct the young. The interactions of drums within an ensemble may,
for example, discourage self-aggrandizement and domination; yet such interactions reveal
the necessity of organization, the beauty of small improvisation, and the value of plurality
(Chernoff 1 979).

35

Chapter Four: The Growing Road to the Bush

The "bush," or forest, provides many of the resources necessary for drum making. Many
of the trees used for drum shells are found in the bush, as well as the animal skins needed
for rope or drum heads (See Appendix III). This section presents information on drum
making gathered in three regions of Ghana. Although different drums and drum making
resources are discussed, the drum makers in these three regions are linked in this chapter
due to their direct reliance on the forest and their comments regarding the increasing
distance to the forest.
The Northern Region: Dagbon

The DagbambaI people of Dagbon live in the northern savannahs that cover about two
thirds of the Northern Region of Ghana. The land is grassy and flat with scattered trees.
Most inhabitants of this area are farmers, with the major crops being rice, groundnuts,
millet, and yams. Shea trees (the source of shea butter) provide an economically
important export product. Due to the low occurrence of tsetse flies in this environment,
livestock animals thrive, and cattle form part of the agricultural economy (Boateng
1 960: 1 89-1 90).
Relative to the southern regions, the northern environments are poor, with thin,
sandy soils, lean agricultural yields, and scarce water supplies (Boateng 1 960). The
weather is typically hot and dry, with cool nights. Crop yields are limited by the low
amount of rainfall and the soil's low humic content (Gyasi 1 997:3).
Prior to colonialism, the Dagbamba lived in a politically centralized and stratified
civilization. They migrated on horseback from Nigeria to what is currently called the
Northern Region around 1 1 00 A.D. and established the state of Dagbon. There, the
Dagbamba developed trans-Sahara trading systems with North African and
Mediterranean states. The divided territories of Dagbon are organized into hierarchies,
which are governed by leaders of royal families and councils of elders. The Paramount
Chief of Dagbon is known as Yaa Naa, who governs with the consent of a court. The
1

The Dagbamba are also known as the Dagomba.
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language of the Dagbamba is Dagbani, and since the eighteenth century, the major
religion of Dagbon has been Islam (Locke 1 990: I 0- 1 1 ).

Dagbamba Music
This brief overview of Dagbamba drumming is largely based on research by other
scholars. Some of the most notable scholarship on Dagbamba music is found in the
works of David Locke ( 1 990; 1 996) and John Miller Chernoff (1 979, 1 985). Following
the discussion of Dagbamba music, the description of Dagbamba drum making and drum
making materials is based on my own research in Tamale during July 2003 .
The Dagbamba are "the most prolific music-makers" in Tamale, the capital of the
Northern Region, although music from the Gonja, Dagara, and other traditions can be
heard (Chernoff 1 979: 1 29). The drummers of Dagbon play an important role in society.
For example, they perform at festivals, such as the Damba festival (See Locke 1 990),
religious ceremonies, social dances, life cycle ceremonies, and they are also involved in
narrations of historical events (Locke 1 990: 1 5). Much of the musical focus in Dagbamba
society is on "praise singing" and "praise drumming," as musician Ibrahim Abdulai
explained to Chernoff ( 1 979 :68): "In Dagbon here, we drummers know the family; we
know the names of people's fathers and grandfathers, and we call the names. And all the
names that drummers are calling, they all have histories, and it is drummers who know
them."
Drummers mainly use two types of drum - the luna and the gungon. 2 Fiddles are
not uncommon, but they are not a central component in Dagbamba music (Chernoff
1 979: 43, 1 29). As Chernoff ( 1 979 : 43-44) explains, the luna, which is sometimes called
dondon in southern Ghana:
is a tension drum, carved in the shape of an hourglass, with two mouths . .
. . A Dagomba drummer fits his dondon under his arm, securing it with a
scarf or strip of cloth looped over his shoulder. Wrapping his arm around
the drum and hooking his thumb through several strings, the drummer

2 The luna, in other areas, is also known as dundo, dondon, and dunno. Gungon is sometimes referred to as
gongon or brekete.
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turns his wrist outwards to push his forearm against the strings and thus
vary or resonate the notes he can produce.
He also continues to describe the gungon (Chernoff 1 979:44):
Besides dondon, the Dagombas use a large tom-tom with a snare of hide
stretched across the top section of each of the two large circular
drumheads . . . . Called "gongon," the drum hangs like dondon from one
shoulder, and the drummers can walk around or dance when they play.
The gongon drummer rests his arm so that his hand extends over the edge
of the drum and his fingers rest lightly on the skin. Both dondon and
gongon are beaten with a special stick which curves more than ninety
degrees and which has a bell-shaped knob on the end.
In Dagbani, the word "luna" not only refers to the hourglass shaped drum, but to
the drummer as well. A group of lunas or luna players is called "lunsi," and the lunsi of
Dagbon "comprise a guild of specialists in what is called 'luntalli,' the
art/craft/job/knowledge of beating a luna" (Locke 1 990: 11 ). David Locke ( 1990: 1 1 )
explains that in "Dagbon one does not presume to shoulder a luna if he is not among the
lunsi: you must be born into it and raised to know the work."
The lunsi of Dagbon trace their drumming lineage to Bizum, who is considered
the first luna player of Dagbon. While studying with master Dagbamba musician
Abubakari Lunna, David Locke ( 1 990: 1 1 - 1 2) learned the following story of Bizum
(paraphrased by Locke):
Bizum was the motherless child of a lesser wife of Naa Nyaglsi (c. 1 353),
taunted by his half-brothers, dressed in rags, and forced to beg for leftover
food. In his misery his only solace was beating out rhythms on a broken
calabash. Eventually, Bizum was very talented for the Yaa Naa was
charmed by his music and eventually chose him to "sit on the Yendi skin"
as the "Lion of Dagbon," that is, to sit on the throne as the Chief of Yendi,
the capital of Dagbon. But Bizum was infatuated with music. He
declined the offer of power and wealth, asking instead simply for the right
to beat his calabash in peace. So, too, do today's drummers understand
themselves as inspired artists concerned with the meaning of life. Naa
Nyaglsi declared that henceforth the children of Bizum would be the
official drummers of the realm, commissioned to record the history of the
nation and advise the chiefs. Bizum begat aplenty and today lunsi are
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affiliated with all the chiefdoms of Dagbon. From Bizum onward through
history it has been the obligation of the drummers to give honorific names
to the chiefs of Dagbon and their families, to recount their history, and to
inform the citizens of their ties to the royal ancestors.
The lunsi system is composed of singers, lead and answering lunas, and gungons.
Although this system is stratified, it does allow for all members to contribute within the
guild. Drumming knowledge, or luntalli, is acquired through enculturation and intense
training. Young lunsi, who are traditionally male, participate in performances with elder
lunsi and learn details of history through storytelling. Luntalli is considered to be vast,
with no end (Locke 1990:14).
Dagbamba Drums
While in Tamale, I was unable to locate drum carvers, but I interviewed a master
Dagbamba drummer in the area. He is a well-known �usician from a family of
drummers. As one of the local "drum chiefs," he carries the title "Dolsi Naa." Although
he is a drummer, he also knows the drum making process and was able to explain to me
the process and the materials used to make luna and gungon (See Figures 4. 1 and 4.2).
Dolsi Naa began telling me stories before I even asked a question. It was by far
the easiest interview during the course of my fieldwork. He told me about his childhood
and ended the story by stating, "My father had me learn drum. I tried my best and learned
from him. Drumming is something like a book. What is in my mind, I will be able to
have it. So, I am a drummer. So, I will tell you about drumming."
I then asked Dolsi Naa if his family has always made drums. He replied, "Yes, all
of my family makes drums, but we don't carve drums here. We have carvers and we have
drummers. Drummers make drums by themselves, but carvers make drums and sell them
to drummers. Some drummers carve. I can carve, but it is difficult. I don't put myself in
it for so many days. But, I can tell you about it."
Thus began the details of Dagbamba drum making. As previously mentioned, the
luna is an hourglass shaped tension drum, with two drumheads, and it is played with a
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Figure 4.1 Luna Drums

Figure 4.2 Gungon and Luna Drums
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curved stick. Both ends of the drum are referred to as the mouth, while the narrow
central portion is called the throat. The drum shell of the luna, called "lun kogirili," is
made from the "sigrili" tree (Pseudocedrela kotschyi) - a tree of the savannah forests. 3
Dolsi Naa explains, "Once we carve the shell, we no longer call it sigrili again. We call it
lun kogirili. In English, people call it luna shell or drum shell" (See Figures 4.3 and 4.4).
When asked if his family has always used sigrili to make the luna drum and if this
tree is common in the area, he responded that his family has always used "the same kind
of tree. With these drums, you can't use any other kind of tree. When you go to the
south, you'll find different. When you go to the south, you will see some lunas in town,
and they sell them at market, and they call them dundo. This is not the correct drum.
They use a different tree to carve." To get the tree for luna making, he explains that one
has to "go to the bush. Now that the farmers are so many, you have to go to far places.
You know, before you can create a farm, you have to clear the land before you make the
farm. These trees, you used to see at the place where we farm rice. We still have them,
but our carvers have to go to far places."
The skins of house goats, or "bua," are used to for the drumheads of the luna,
called "gbong." A concoction of ashes, which is locally called "tampligim," and "yogili"
(the fruit of Adenopus breuiflorus) are used to prepare the luna skin. The goatskin is
soaked overnight in the ashes and fruit. The combination allows the hair to be easily
wiped from the skin. This particular dehairing process leaves the skin smooth, and
according to Dolsi Naa, it is a crucial process for obtaining the luna's high tone.
Once the skins are prepared, they are fixed onto the drum mouths with a frame
made of raphia leaves ("kpashai") and cane ("kpawu"), which is a thin, flexible strip of
wood. The frame and skin are tied onto the shell with a long leather rope, called "lun
dili," made of antelope skin, which is locally to as "bush goat" or "kpari-bua." The lun
dili is woven between the two drumheads of the luna and creates the tension mechanism
used to alter the pitch of the luna drum.

Irvine's ( 1 96 1 ) book, Woody Plants a/Ghana, was used to link local names with scientific names in
Tamale. Due to time constraints, voucher specimens were not collected in this region.
3
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Figure 4.3 Luna Shell with Rim of Raphia and Cane

Figure 4.4 Gungon and Luna Shells
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The skins of house goats, or bua, can be bought from local butchers, thus they are
not difficult or expensive to obtain. However, antelope skins, according to Dolsi Naa, are
purchased from hunters. When speaking about the expense of antelope skin, Dolsi Naa
explained, "if I use money to repair luna, it will cost me a lot. I will spend 300,000 cedis4
($33.7 1 US) before I can repair luna. . . .It is more than the goat."
The gungon drum is a larger cylindrical drum that is typically made from a tree
locally known as "nyoo" (Daniella oliveri). Dolsi Naa mentioned that African
mahogany, which consists of various species of Khaya, is sometimes used for gungon
making. 5 As with the luna shell, carvers travel far to "the bush" to obtain wood for the
gungon shell. Unlike the luna, however, there is not one specific tree that should be used
for the gungon shell, which is called "gungon-kobli" in Dagbani. When discussing the
gungon shell, Dolsi Naa mentioned that there are two types of nyoo, a red and a white.
He further explained:
The red one is from the south. . . .It is hard to get our gungon carvers to
get this [red] one. When they get wood, it is usually white. When you
carve it, the frame will bend. For me, I don't want my drums to bend. I
never buy gungon from markets. I used to send them to the south to carve
and bring it home and I pay for it. . . .I prefer the red because I want the
frames to be good. Sometimes, some people will come here and they will
sell brekete - that's what in the south they call it. If you buy brekete, they
will sell the white one to you. When you take the white one home to
America, it is easy for insects to go inside the white one, but it's hard for
the insects to go inside here [points to red gungon shell]. This is another
reason that I don't use the white.
Skins from antelope and goat are used for gungon construction. Like the luna, the
heads are made from house goat, and the rope used for lacing the skins onto the gungon
shell is made of antelope hide. The gungon has a single strand of antelope rope that runs
across the surface of the drumheads and serves as a snare, or "chahira" (Locke 1 990:26),
and produces the buzzing sound of the gungon (See Figure 4.5).
The drumheads for the gungon are not prepared in the same way as the heads for
the luna. As Dolsi Naa explains:
4

At the time of this interview, the exchange rate in Ghana was about 8,900 cedis to one U.S. dollar.
5 Identification is based on information provided by Irvine ( 1 96 1 ).
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Figure 4.5 Sketch of Luna and Gungon from Fieldnotes
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We prepare luna different than the way we prepare gungon. . . .If you are
going to prepare gungon, you just buy the leather and bring it home and
soak it in the water. So, when the leather becomes soft, you wash it. You
can even use soap and wash it. . .when it dries, you use a knife to shave
the hair. When you use ash and melon [as with the luna], you get a high
tone and gungon doesn't need the high tone.
Thus, the heads of the gungon are much more coarse than those of the luna. This
preparation enhances the deep, rough sound of the gungon's voice. The deep sound of
the gungon contrasts with the high, smooth pitch of the luna. Together, these drums are
integral instruments in a Dagbamba ensemble.
Based on Dolsi Naa's interview, resources for drum making are available, yet
materials from the bush are increasingly difficult to obtain. Since house goat is a
common domesticate, skins for drums are easily obtained. Antelope skin for twine, on
the other hand, is more costly.6
According to Dolsi Naa, agricultural expansion is linked to the distances that
drum carvers have to travel to gather drum making products. This explanation seems
feasible considering that land use in the dry savannah areas of northern Ghana is largely
agricultural, and environmental degradation, including degradation associated with
deforestation and desertification, is a problem (Hens and Boon 1 999:338). Additionally,
Tamale is the regional capital of the Northern Region and has the greatest population
density in the north. Northern Ghana is the largest cattle production area of Ghana, and
since the mid 1 980s, there has been a dramatic increase in grain production in response to
an agricultural development project implemented to improve food production in the area
(Berry 1 995:70, 77).
The Eastern Region: On a Road to Kumasi

Anyone who visits the arts center in Accra will see the long row of drum carving shops
filled with young men lacing on drumheads and "dressing" drum shells with a variety of
designs. The most common drum sold in these shops, based on my observations in 2003
6

Considering Dolsi Naa's status as a drum chief, he may have greater access to resources. Thus, a
drummer of lower status may have more difficulties purchasing materials and possibly may use a wider
variety of species. Since Dolsi Naa was my only consultant in the area, this topic needs further exploration.
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and previous years, is the jembe drum. Although this drum is becoming very popular in
Ghana, even in some rural areas, the jembe is associated with drumming traditions farther
west of Ghana.
The jembe is a "grail-shaped" (Friedberg 1 993) hand drum that is widely known
by the French spelling "djembe." However, Eric Charry (1 996:66) notes that the "French
spelling 'djembe' has been accepted by a public unaware of the colonial legacy implied
in such a simple matter as spelling. . . .It is not a French instrument, but an African one."
Jembe traditions are rooted historically in the Mali Empire, which once extended
well beyond the current boundaries of Mali to include what is now Guinea and other
areas along the coast of West Africa (Friedberg 1 993). This drum diffused throughout
West Africa and has become a prominent part of musical traditions in Senegal, Burkina
Faso, and the Ivory Coast. In the 1 9 50s, the jembe became known outside of West Africa
through worldwide performances of Les Ballets Africains. Throughout the 1 960s and
1 970s, West African drummers, such as Ladji Camara, trained numerous American
musicians and many West African performance groups resettled in Europe. In addition,
numerous recordings of jembe ensembles have contributed to the international status of
the instrument (Charry 1 996:66).
Due to the increasing popularity of the jembe, they are not only being mass
produced and sold in tourist art centers of West Africa, they are also being industrially
produced by drum manufacturers (Charry 1 996:66). Anyone interested in owning a
jembe could search the Internet and have their choice of drums carved in Africa (largely
Ghana) or brand name jembes made with fiberglass shells (personal observation) (See
Figures 4.6 and 4.7).7
Kpanlogo drums of the Ga people of Ghana (See Figure 4. 7), and dundos (also
known as lunas, dunduns, and dunnos) are also found in the art centers of Ghana;
however, tourists that visit Accra and buy a drum souvenir are more likely to travel home
with a jembe - a non-traditional drum in the region. Mounds of jembe shells ready to be
finished into drums sit outside this row of shops (See Figures 4.8 and 4.9).
7 The prices for jembes from Ghana sold on the Internet may range from about US$ I 00 to $500. Fiberglass
drums range from about US$ 1 50 to $450 (see http://www.thedrummerslounge.com/Storefront Main.htm;
http://www.drumjoumey.com/lnk/xdrums 1 .htm; http://www.musiciansfriend.com)

47

Figure 4.6 Fiberglass Jembe

Figu re 4. 7 Kpanlogo Drum and Jembe Drum from Ghana
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Figure 4.8 Drum Shops of Acc ra Art Center

Figure 4.9 Jembe Drums in Accra Art Center
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It is rare, however, to find carvers in the arts center carving shells out of logs.
These carvers typically only engage in the finishing work. To find carvers who actually
carve the shells from logs, I had to travel north from Accra towards Kumasi - the capital
of the Ashanti Region. I asked my Ewe friend Kobla, who is acquainted with many drum
makers, to be my assistant and travel with me. Along with introducing me to carvers, he
assisted me as I encountered language barriers.
As in the art center, the carvers along the road to Kumasi are almost entirely men.
Based on my observations, the majority of the carving apprentices are young men in their
late teens and twenties, while their mentors seemed to be slightly older. The two main
carvers that I interviewed are Ewe speakers, but many of their apprentices mainly speak
Twi, which is the most common language in this particular area. Carvers along this road
primarily supply drums to art centers, although some drums are sold to locals. For drum
makers in this area, carving seemed to be a source of income rather than a family
tradition.
Before these carvers are introduced, a brief look at the Eastern Region's
environment and colonial history is needed to paint a picture of the eco-historical setting
where drum making occurs. The current conditions in the Eastern Region cannot be
adequately understood in isolation from colonial events of the past.
Environment, Colonialism, and Global Market Integration

The Eastern Region, which is largely comprised of Akan and Ga-Adangme speakers, is
composed of numerous micro-environments, "ranging from areas with relict forest to
grassland" (Amanor 1 994:28). The remaining forests consist of dry semi-deciduous
forest, where Antiaris toxicaria and Milicia excelsa are found (these tree species will be
discussed in chapter five), and moist semi-deciduous forests. The moist forest type is
best suited for cocoa production and is thus susceptible to colonization for farming. Once
cleared of forest vegetation, invading savannah grasses threaten to impede the rebirth of
forests on abandoned lands (Amanor 1 994:38).
In the nineteenth century, the Eastern Region became integrated into a global
market economy, and by the mid 1 800s, it was producing over half of Ghana's (at the
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time Gold Coast) palm oil for export. Along with market integration emerged numerous
frontier towns, and frontier farming involved the clearing of forests and planting crops
and shade trees. Of these endeavors, the clearing of forests was the most arduous.
Forests were cleared by fire and the first crops planted included com, yams, and a variety
of vegetables, such as peppers, okra, tomatoes, and garden eggs. Shade crops, including
plantain, banana, cassava, and cocoyam, were planted, which mostly served to shade oil
palm and cocoa seedlings (Amanor 1 994: 61 ).
During the 1 860s and 1 870s, the discovery of mineral oil and the establishment of
European palm oil plantations in Java and Malaysia led to a decline in palm oil prices.
The decline severely damaged the palm oil industry in the Gold Coast. Cocoa was
introduced and rapidly spread into wet, semi-deciduous forests where it grows best.
Cultivating new land was easier and cheaper than converting palm oil plantations into
cocoa farms. Thus, old oil palm frontiers became sites of abandonment and neglect
(Amanor 1 994:44,62).
With the surfacing of landlords, absentee landowners, and a landless labor supply,
frontier farming led to greater social stratification in the area. In the new frontiers, large
landowners constantly invested in new frontier lands and labor sources, while small
landholders were usually either left behind to deal with the social, environmental, and
economic decline of old frontiers or became sharecroppers or laborers for wealthy
landowners. Colonial policy favored the "landlord economy," which converted
marginalized areas into labor reserves for mining and the export agricultural sector
(Amanor 1 994:33-34, 44).
As a result of the rise and fall of frontiers throughout the Eastern Region, family
units on farms have been redefined in old frontier settings. Extended families have
fragmented as members migrate to work on non-adjacent farms or leave in search of new
frontiers. The landlord economy and the commoditization of agriculture have nearly
demolished communal labor arrangements, which once played a significant role in
agricultural production (Amanor 1 994:69).
With the emphasis on cash cropping, food producers became increasingly
marginalized, despite the contribution of subsistence agriculture to the gross national
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product. Cash croppers, on the other hand, received economic and technical support for
their endeavors. Thus, farmers of the old frontiers began spending more and more time
working only to face diminishing crop yields, which not only threatened their positions in
the market, but also impeded their ability to subsist (Amanor 1 994:65).
Integration into the world market system has resulted in severe environmental
degradation, the development of a landlord economy at the district level, and the
marginalization of non-commodity food crop farmers. These obstacles only intensified
during the economic decline after independence and the subsequent years under structural
adjustment.
These historical events have shaped the working environments of the drum
carvers in the Eastern Region and should be kept in mind during the following
ethnographic presentations. Kibi is located in the Atewa Atwiredu Ranges in the Akim
Abuakwa district of the region. It is higher in elevation than Okroase, which is slightly
southwest of Kibi. Both areas are located in the Pra Basin of the Akan lowlands and have
been impacted by export-oriented cocoa production, as well as timber and mining
activities (Boateng 1 960: 1 5 1 , 1 78; Dickson 1 969: 1 1 3).
Near Kibi

In a village near the small town of Kibi, Kobla and I spent a couple of days with a drum
maker, Kobina, who is originally from the Volta Region. Kobina had several
· apprentices, including one of his wives, working in the area. He learned drum making
from his father and grandfather in the Volta Region. Although he knew how to carve
Ewe drums, he said that he usually carved those upon request. Most of his customers
come from various places to buy shells to finish or "dress" and sell in the art centers.
Upon our arrival, Kobina immediately took us through the village and into the
edge of the forest. After walking for about half a mile, he showed us several trees that he
and his apprentices felled (See Figures 4. 1 0 and 4. 1 1 ). They used chainsaws to cut the
trees into smaller, drum-sized logs - typically about two to three feet in length. As the
sun began to set, we walked back to the village and sat on a pile of wood chips
surrounded by logs similar to the ones that we had just observed in the forest. After the
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Figure 4.10 Tweneboa Logs Near Kibi

Figure 4.11 Carving a Jembe Near Kibi
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logs are cut, they bring them back to the compound, and using hand drills, chisels, and
machetes, they begin carving them into a variety of drums, such as those typically found
in the art centers. Most of the drum shells lying around were jembe shells.
The trees cut in the forest and the logs surrounding the chip pile are locally called
"tweneboa" (Cordia millenii and C. platythyrsa). 8 This is the favored wood of the
carvers in this area, although they mentioned that they occasionally might use other
types, such as "logo" (Antiaris toxicaria). Kobla and the carvers explained that most of
the drums found at art centers are made from tweneboa. It is a soft wood easy to carve
and tends to be insect resistant. It is for this reason that it is also referred to as "the drum
tree."
According to Kobina, he and his apprentices cut the wood in "the bush,"
sometimes traveling "deep into the bush," and bring it back to the village. If the land is
privately owned, they will ask the landowner for permission. If they encounter the forest
service on reserve land, they either run away or unofficially "dash" money to the
foresters. Kobina noted that the foresters are "always disturbing us when they hear the
motors" of the chainsaws because anyone who cuts trees within a reserve must pay for a
permit to do so.9 Although Kobina does not generally obtain a permit, he says that the
forest service allows the timber companies to cut trees, and sometimes, the companies
will give the carvers extra pieces of wood.
On the second day near Kibi, the carvers, Kobla, and I hiked through a forest
reserve for several hours looking for tweneboa trees. As we hiked up a muddy logging
road through the forest, we encountered a hunter on his way out. After the hunter passed,
Kobla noted that the hunter's bag was not empty, and that he had probably killed a "bush
rodent." However, the hunter was reluctant to admit that his hunt had been successful,
according to the drum makers, because he feared that I was affiliated with the forest
service.

8

The plant species used for drum making along the road to Kumasi were identified using voucher
specimens. A botanist at the University of Ghana, Legon, verified these species.
9
Permits are required by law for chainsaw use and the felling of specific trees (see http://www.ghana
timber.demon.co.uk/forest2.htm).
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Over two hours into our hike, we left the logging road and the carvers used their
machetes to cut a new path. About a half an hour later, we came across several large
tweneboa trees. The carvers seemed elated and began pointing and speaking. Kobla
informed me that they were excited to see the tweneboa trees and were discussing how
many drums they could make out of each tree.
After spending five hours in the forest locating trees, we returned to the village.
Kobla and I then took a "tro tro" 10 to Akpedwa - a nearby town to the south of Kibi.

That evening, we met with the head carver at a chop bar for fufu 1 1 and drinks. I mostly
observed as Kobina and Kobla conversed in Ewe. Occasionally Kobla would fill me in
on the subject matter, which mairily involved work and family.
The following day, Kobina invited us for breakfast at one of his rooms in
Akpedwa and took us to two sites where he and his apprentices carve drum shells out of
logs. As with the carving site in the village near Kibi, chips of tweneboa wood 1 2 were

everywhere and the majority of the drum shells were jembes.
The carvers in this forest vicinity had few problems locating wood. It is clear that
tweneboa ( Cordia spp) is the most common wood used for drum shell construction in this
area. It is sometimes used locally for roofing shingles and "cheap" furniture (Abbiw
1990; Irvine 196 1), as well as for drums, but it is not considered a merchantable timber
due to its lack of international value (Abbiw 1990:5). Since tweneboa is not a major
export timber, drum carvers probably compete very little with timber companies for their
preferred wood type. Thus, access to tweneboa in the forest area is facilitated by the
tree's low international value.
Okroase roadside

On the way back to Accra from Akpedwa, Kobla and I stopped off near the town of
Okroase and spoke with more drum makers. Along the roadside, we saw numerous
carvers working in groups (See Figures 4. 12 and 4. 13). Each group had at least ten
10

"Tro tros", or lorries, are forms of public transportation used by most locals. They are typically small
buses that are much cheaper than taxis, or "hiring cars."
11
Fufu is a soft bread product made from pounded cassava. It is typically served with stews.
12
According to Kobla, wood chips from drum carving are often gathered for fuel by women.
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Figure 4.12 Okroase Roadside

Figures 4.13 Carvers on Okroase Roadside
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carvers at work. Most were carving drums, specifically jembes, dundos, and kpanlogo
drums, although one group was making mortars.
After walking for half a mile and seeing one group of carvers after another, Kobla
located a drum maker acquaintance of his who agreed to participate in an interview. The
carver, whom I will refer to as Yao, had ten apprentices working for him. They sat on a
pile of wood chips in the shade of a large tree. We sat on logs that would soon become
drum shells and conducted the interview. Yao explained that drum making was not in his
family, but he had worked as an apprentice to learn the skills. His shells are largely
purchased by merchants from the art centers of Ghana, who will do the finishing work
and heading of the shells and sell their products in the market.
Mostly, Yao carves jembes and dundos, but he also carves some Ewe and Akan
drums. During the interview, the three of us walked up to a local drinking spot where
Yao had a few drums stored (See Figures 4. 1 4 and 4. 1 5). In the corner of a small sitting
room sat three Ewe drums and two sets of atumpan (Akan) drums. Kobla told me that
churches sometimes use the Ewe and Akan drums during worship services. These drums
were the only Ewe a�d Akan drums I observed during the days of traveling from the
"bush" of Kibi back towards Accra.
Like the drum carver near Kibi, Yao prefers tweneboa. He sometimes uses
"onyame-dua" (Alstonia boonei) for smaller drums, but it is prone to insect infestation.
Yao mentioned that onyame-dua is a common tree, but he does not use it much; however,
he explained, "the drum tree (tweneboa) used to be plenty, but now you have to go far
into the bush." According to Kobla and Yao, over the past few years, there has been a
dramatic increase in the numbers of drum carvers in the area, and the number of drum
shells leaving the area has increased to meet the demands of the tourist market (See
Figures 4. 1 6 and 4. 1 7). Some Europeans and Americans, according to Yao, buy large
quantities of drums for resale. Drums made in Okroase may be bought and sold on the
Internet. 1 3 Therefore, the production of drums in Okroase, which is one of the largest

13

Getrade Ghana: Fair Trade Producers Society (http://www.getradefps.com), for example, is a Ghanaian
export company that sells many drums from Okroase, as well as other Ghanaian crafts. Getrade estimates
that about a thousand carvers work in Okroase, and over I 00,000 drums are exported from the area a year.

57

Figure 4.14 Ewe Drum Shells (Kagan, Kidi, Sogo)

Figure 4.15 Akan Drum Shells (Atumpan)
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Figure 4.16 Tweneboa Logs

Figure 4.17 Jembe Shells in Okroase
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drum production areas in the country, is not only driven by the demand for drums in
domestic art centers, but by a broader international market as well.
Drum carvers in Okroase travel about three hours on foot to find tweneboa. Due
to the distance of the felling site from the roadside worksite, drum makers may cut basic
drum shells out of logs at the site where the tree was felled before transporting them back
to their main worksites. According to Yao and Kobla, the increased production of drums
has forced local drum makers in the area to travel farther into the bush to secure
necessary materials. However, cocoa farming, kola nut production, and mining have also
impacted the area (Dickson 1 969). Since tweneboa is not a commercially important
species, drum carvers receive less attention from the foresters than the carvers who use
"odum" (Milicia excelsa) trees (a valuable export species that will be discussed in greater
detail in chapter five) for carving mortars and pestles.
Soon after our visit with Yao, Kobla and I caught another tro tro back to Accra.
There, we went separate ways and later rejoined in the lower Volta Region, where we
visited with friends and then departed on another excursion to the "bush" in the central
Volta Region.
The Volta Region: The Drum Trees of Peki

The town of Peki is located in the central area of the Volta Region, which was formerly
known as the Trans-Volta-Togoland Region before the Gold Coast became Ghana
(Owusu-Ansah and McFarland 1 995 :294). This region, which lies in the southeastern
area of Ghana, extends east of the Volta River to the western border of Togo, and from
the Northern Region south to the Gulf of Guinea. The central and southern areas of the
Volta Region are often referred to as Eweland.
Peki is slightly southwest of the regional capital of Ho. It is within this area that
the southern savannahs meet dry, semi-deciduous forest environments and the Akwapim
section of the Akwapim-Togo mountain ranges (Berry 1 995 :68). Like other forested
areas of the country, the semi-deciduous areas of the central Volta Region have also been
impacted by cocoa and palm oil production, as well as other agricultural practices. Fixed
farming techniques used for cocoa production have caused much destruction throughout
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Ghana's forests. Such practices allow for the invasion of savannah grasses into once
forested areas (Boateng 1 960:50, 6 1 -68).
The Ewe speaking people of Ghana, who largely reside in the Volta Region, are
thought to have migrated from Notsie, in central Togoland, to what is now southeastern
Ghana during the middle of the seventeenth century. Accounts of Ewe oral tradition
suggest that the Yoruban town of Ketu in Benin is the original home of the Ewes.
Yoruban expansion pushed the Ewes into Notsie, where they were treated poorly by King
Agokoli. After escaping from the walls of Agokoli's kingdom, the Ewes split into three
groups. One group traveled northwest to what is now called the Kpandu district of the
Volta Region. Another group settled in the lower central area of the Volta Region, which
is currently the location of the regional capital. The third group, which is largely
comprised of Anlo-Ewes, traveled to the lowlands of the Volta Region (Akyeampong
2001 :26; Dickson 1 969:27-28).
The Ewe peoples possess a variety of musical traditions. Early scholarship on
Ewe music, such as the writings of A.M. Jones, tended to paint Ewe music as one
homogenous tradition. In contrast, music throughout Eweland is quite diverse.
Relatively recent scholars have divided Ewe music into northern and southern traditions.
Even within a tradition, however, variations of musical pieces may occur from one
village to the next. While a piece of music may retain a structure that is crucial to its
identity, rearrangements and variations are creative processes that help maintain musical
vitality (Agordoh 1 994:91 -92; personal observation).
Agordoh ( 1 994:92), drawing from the work of Nketia, describes the music of the
southern Ewe (which will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter) as more aligned
with the traditions of Togo and Benin than the northern Ewes. The instruments,
drumming techniques, scales, dance movements, and singing styles of the southern Ewe
tend to contrast with the music of the northern Ewe. In the south, for example, the
pentatonic scale (five tone) is used more frequently in vocal music, whereas in the north,
the heptatonic scale (seven tone) is common (Agordoh 1 994:92).
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A popular recreational piece among the northern Ewe is "Borborbor," 1 4 which is
less frequently observed in the south. While spending time in the southern area of the
Volta Region, I encountered music of the northern Ewe on a weekend trip to Ho, which
involved a two-hour tro tro ride north from Denu. From my hotel room in Ho, just before
sunrise, I heard a faint music becoming louder as it approached. It soon passed and faded
in the opposite direction. The following morning, I asked the hotel attendant about my
experience, making sure that it had not been a vivid Larium dream. 1 5 He explained that it
was a group of young athletes playing Borborbor during their early morning jog. He said
that the music gives the runners energy, so they play small drums and bells while
jogging. Unfortunately, I did not get to visually observe the event.
· Several weeks later, in late July, after traveling in northern Ghana, I reunited with
Kobla in a village in the lower Volta Region. While visiting, Kobla told me that he knew
of carvers in the "bush" around Ho. That afternoon, he and I traveled to Ho and paused
for an evening to relax, eat a good meal, and check email. The following day, we caught
a tro tro ride to Peki.
After traveling for about an hour, we began to see small shops on the roadside
displaying drums for sale. Due to waterfalls and a monkey sanctuary in the area around
Hohoe, the central area of the Volta Region has become a tourist attraction for those who
like to travel a little off the beaten path. Thus, the roadside carvers were not surprised by
the presence of a foreigner. Like the carvers that I encountered and interviewed in the

Eastern Region north of Accra, these carvers were making jembe and dondo shells (See
Figure 4. 1 8). In addition, however, there were a few Borborbor drums in various booths
along the road (See Figure 4. 1 9).
Kobla began speaking with the carvers, and he learned that they were apprentices

to a man in the area. They sent someone to find their teacher to answer our questions and
after a few minutes, the mentor of the young apprentices appeared. He was very friendly
and happy to speak with us.

14
15

B)b)b) is the Ewe spelling, with ")" sounding similar to "or" or "aw."
Larium, an anti-malarial drug, can have a myriad of side effects, including effects on dreams.
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Figure 4.18 Carvers in Peki

Figure 4.19 Drums Used in a Borborbor Ensemble
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This carver, Koblavi, has been making drums for fifteen years, and his mentor
was the husband of his aunt. He explained to us that he makes all kinds of drums,
including Borborbor, Anlo-Ewe drums, dundos, jembes, and even some Akan drums.
Mostly he sells drums to foreigners traveling through the area, but he also has Ghanaian
customers.
When asked about his wood preferences for drum shells, he said that tweneboa
( Cordia spp.) is the best wood for his work. Other types of wood, he explained, "will
crack before the owner comes." According to Koblavi, the great grandfathers of the area
used this same type of wood for drums. Due to its lasting qualities, it was declared the
"drum wood." He indicated that tweneboa is suitable for drum making, but has very little
use otherwise. It is sometimes used for carpentry and furniture, but the products are of
poor quality because they "become loose" over time.
Koblavi, Kobla, and I walked down the road to find a tweneboa tree (sometimes
referred to as "gloya" in Ewe). Koblavi used his machete to cut a small path from the
roadside to a small tweneboa tree with a diameter of about six inches. I obtained leaves
for identification, and it was indeed a Cordia tree. The carver pointed out all the new
shoots, or sucker plants, sprouting out of the stump of a felled tree. He said that the tree
grows fast and replaces itself without seed. 16
On our walk back to his roadside booth, he mentioned that the logo tree (Antiaris
toxicaria) used by the southern Ewe is weak and prone to insects. Once the insects attack

the wood, it turns to powder. He does, however, sometimes use the wood of "sabulatsi"
or "onion tree" (Cedrela odorata), but tweneboa is his first choice.
As we sat in the shade next to his booth watching his apprentices work on a
mound on woodchips, I asked Koblavi about the availability of tweneboa, or the drum
tree. The tree is not abundant, Koblavi explained, mostly as a result of farming. He also
noted, "you have to go to Hohoe, but there are some around here." Hohoe is about fifty
six miles north of Peki. Considering that most Ghanaians do not have personal vehicles,
traveling and transporting logs from Hohoe is costly and unaffordable for many
16

This type of reproduction is called apomixes, which is a type of asexual, vegetative reproduction. Trees
sprouting from the trunks of felled trees have the same genetic make-up as the original tree (Raven et al.
1 999:255).
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Ghanaians. This is why, Kobla explained, trees felled by carvers may remain in the
forest for a year or more before the logs are transported back to the worksite. However,
Koblavi mentioned that after the tree was recognized as a good source for drum making,
farmers stopped cutting the trees in order to save them for drums.
Summary

The Eastern, Northern, and Volta Regions are composed of different landscapes and
histories; however, they do share some similarities with regard to environmental change.
Drum makers in these regions are also diverse, with different backgrounds, cultures, and
drum types. In the Northern Region, the luna and gungon are made from trees of the
savannah woodlands, while in the Eastern and central Volta Regions, the "drum tree," or
tweneboa, is the most commonly used tree for drum making. The Dagbamba drums also
require antelope skin, as do some of the Ewe Borborbor drums. The drum makers in the
Eastern Region, who primarily supply the art centers, use mostly goat skin for drum
heads.
Despite these difference, drum makers in all three regions spoke_ of the increased
distance to forests, or the growing road to the bush. In the north, the conversion of
savannah woodlands to open grasslands, desertification, drought, and population growth
around the urban center of Tamale are all linked to the decline of drum making resources.
In the forested areas of Kibi, resources are more accessible than in Okroase and Peki since the latter two areas are located in the peripheral areas of the forest. The shrinking
of forest habitats is a result of numerous factors, including agricultural expansion,
mining, and exploitation of the tweneboa tree by drum makers attempting to meet the
demands of tourists, as well as their own economic needs. Although resources are
currently available in all regions, acquisition of resources is likely to become more
difficult over time. Unless efforts are made to sustain the resources necessary for drum
making, these resources will become increasingly unaffordable or unattainable.
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Chapter Five: Deforestation and Drums in the Lower Volta Region

As mentioned in the previous chapter, music among the southern Ewe can be
distinguished from the northern Ewe. Additionally, northern and southern differences
exist in drum types, local environments, and drum making techniques. As a result, the
Ewe drum makers of the south are confronted with different challenges that are linked to
environmental change. This chapter examines the connection between alterations in the
local environment and the emergence of a new drum technology, and looks at how
national timber exportation poses threats to the new drum type.
The Land and the People

The southern-most area of the Volta Region is a flat, coastal plain, with mangrove
patches around the lagoons, extending into a savannah-woodland environment of low
undulating relief with short, sparse trees and large continuous fields of grass. According
to Boateng ( 1960:51), the savannah woodland along the south "is really derived from
what was formerly high forest." This area has also been referred to the "south-east
outlier forest" (Amanor 1994: 38). However, only about 20 square kilometers of this
forest remains today (Amanor 1994:38).
The Ewes of the lower Volta Region settled in small kinship groups, which are
patrilineal and mostly virilocal. The chiefdoms of the southern Ewes are joined in the
Anlo confederacy, which consists of various settlements, including the Anlo, Avenor,
Some, and others. Relative to other Ghanaian groups, such as the Akan, the Ewe are less
centralized (Locke and Agbeli 1992: 1 1).
Adapting to the coastal and savannah environments of the south was challenging
for the Ewe migrants. Eventually the southern Ewes adjusted to the soils of the south to
produce moderate agricultural yields and developed a maritime tradition that would
provoke researchers to describe them as "the quintessential sea fishermen of the West
African coast" (Akyeampong 200 1 :4 ). Their attachment to land, largely due to its
scarcity, led to the formation of about fifteen clans as a means of controlling land access
(Akyeampong 200 1 :31).
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Family and cooperation are key components in Ewe communities. Children are
raised by all community members, ensuring the inculcation of communally minded
values and goals. While individuals engage in a variety of occupations and endeavors,
each person is expected to participate in, and contribute to, the integrated social network.
Inland villages of the lower Volta Region are mostly farming communities, with cassava
and com being the major crops, which are often traded for tomatoes, shallots, carrots,
peppers, and okra; These foods are largely grown in the coastal areas and land around the
lagoons farther south (See Figure 5. 1) (Nukunya 1969:6). Free-ranging goats and
chickens are important dietary resources (See Figure 5.2). Despite coastal erosion and its
devastating impacts during the twentieth century (Akyeampong 200 1), coupled with the
current difficulties associated with depleted fish supplies (Brashares et al. 2004), fishing
remains a crucial occupation along the coast of the lower Volta Region. 1
Although most Ewes in the lower Volta Region retain traditional forms of
marriage, kinship, laws and various forms of social control, religion, and political
organization, Ewe communities are far from static (Nukunya 2003). Therefore,
discussion of traditional aspects of Ewe societies should not be construed as a still life or
snapshot of unchanging and pristine lifeways. Rather, all African peoples have been
affected by colonialism, population growth, war, religious movements, agricultural
expansion, structural adjustment, and global economic pressures.
Anlo-Ewe Music and Drums

Music among the Ewe consists of drumming, dancing, and singing. Not only is music
integrated into numerous, if not most, social events, daily tasks are commonly performed
rhythmically or with song. Drums play a significant role in Ewe life by providing a
musical source at various secular, social, and spiritual events.
Individual and group activities, such as food preparation, fishing, farming, and
weaving, are often performed rhythmically - in such a manner to create a steady pace to
prevent fatigue. During an interview in 2003, musician and teacher, Kwaku, elaborates
this point by explaining:
1

These problems will be discussed later in the chapter.
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Figure 5.2 Village in the Anlo Area
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The fishermen - they are hard working . . . . The traditional fishermen, they
take a canoe into the ocean with a huge, long net. They throw it all around
and come back. They have to pull the net from the ocean. With song,
they pull the net. Without [music], it would be boring, boring, boring.
With the music, you don't know you are tired . . . . When I was a kid, we
used to farm a lot. So, when I'm farming and I'm singing, I don't feel
tired. Before I realize, I finish what I need to weed . . . so we want to keep
the music going.
Kwaku goes on to explain that music is "a medicine. It communicates. It makes
you work harder and also it brings you new friends." His statements are further
illustrated through a story about how the song "Torkwe" was used by an old man to bring
people together. He explained that people were moving into the old man's area, but no
one was talking or getting to know one another. Therefore, every night, the old man and
his family would play music, and eventually everyone joined in and became friends.
These friends, Kwaku noted, may one day "save you because you knew him or her when
they were dancing, singing, or drumming."
As discussed in chapter three, music in many Ghanaian societies, including music
among the Ewe, is often performed in association with ceremonies, ritual, religion,
education, wakes and funerals. There are work songs, political songs (e.g. praises for
chiefs), war songs, and recreational songs. It accompanies many activities and "stress is
placed upon musical activity as an integral and functioning part of the society" (Agordoh
1994:28). Drums, as a foundation for many musical endeavors, thus play a crucial role in
Ewe community life.
Ewe drum ensembles are composed of master and supporting drums (See Figures
5 .3 and 5 .4), as well as a double bell, "gankogui," and gourd shaker, or "axatse." Drums
among the Anlo-Ewe typically have one head, unlike the luna and gungon of the
Dagbamba, and can have either closed or open bottom. Open-bottomed drums, such as
"atsi mevu," "kagan," "totodzi," and "kroboto," have to be tilted when played so that the
sound can project out the opening. Drums with wooden bottoms, such as "sogo" and
"kidi," can rest flat on the ground and have a half inch hole near the bottom of the drum
that serves to depressurize the air in the shell and, for tuning purposes, allows water to
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Figure 5.3 Ewe Supporting Drums (Sogo, Kidi, Totodzi, Kroboto, and Kagan)

Figure 5.4 Ewe Master Drums (Atsi Mevu and Boba)
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be placed inside the drum (Galeota 1 985 : 5). However, Ewe drums are typically tuned by
adjusting the pegs that secure the head, or skin, onto the drum shell. The "boba" drum
can be open or closed-bottom. While most supporting drums are played with straight
sticks, master drums are typically played with two sticks, two hands, or one stick and one
hand. In most cases, heavier sticks will be used for larger drums and light sticks for
smaller drums (Galeota 1 985).
Most Anlo-Ewe drums have antelope heads. Specifically, species of the duiker
are preferred (locally referred to as "dzogbedztsi," "avebze," and "kodzoe") (Galeota
1 985 : 1 28- 1 33), although bushbuck and even cowhide may be used for the boba drum.
Sheep and goat are typically used for the high-pitched kagan drum (Galeota 1 985 : 1 281 33).
Two types of drum technologies exist in the lower Volta Region: the carved drum
and the barrel drum. The carved drum is believed to be older than the relatively new
barrel model; however, today the barrel drum is more common. Previous research on the
barrel drum (Galeota 1 985) discusses barrel drum making processes and apprenticeship,
but only brief mention is made to the replacement of the carved drum with the barrel
technology. For this reason, I elaborate on this technological replacement and link this
change to alterations in the local environment.
Landscape Alterations and Change in Ewe Drum Technology

Numerous environmental changes have occurred in the lower Volta Region since Ewe
settlement, and these changes, I suggest, are related to the scarcity of the carved drum and
the dominance of the barrel drum in the area. Drum making resources, as mentioned in
previous chapters, consist largely of wood and animal skins and are gathered directly or
indirectly from forested areas. Numerous environmental, demographic, and economic
factors have placed constraints on the ability of the southern Ewe drum makers to acquire
preferred natural resources, a condition that contributed to the emergence of a new barrel
technology.
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Environmental Change

Akyeampong (2001 : 14) explains that the early Ewe migrants initially used their
environment as a "subject of labour," meaning they "harvested nature." Claude
Meillassoux (Akyeampong 200 I : 1 4; Meillassoux 1 98 1 : 1 4) further elaborates:
Land is a subject of labour when it is exploited directly, no human energy
being invested previously in it. The production activity consists of taking
from the soil products which it has produced on its own, with no further
alteration of environment by man.
However, in order to subsist and survive in their new landscape, the early Ewe
migrants developed coexisting modes of production, which mainly involved fishing,
agriculture, salt making, and palm oil production. These subsistence and economic
strategies utilized the diversity of microenvironmental zones in the lower Volta Region
(Akyeampong 2001 : 1 6). Through these endeavors, a symbiotic relationship developed
between the Ewe people and the landscape. Akyeampong (2001 :2) notes, "increasing
familiarity with the environment, outside technological and ritual knowledge and a
constantly changing environment (from both natural and human causes) forged a series of
complex equilibria between the Anlo [Ewe] and their environment."
Local trading of agricultural and marine goods, and even slaves, was very .
important in the region during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. By 1 874, British
colonial rule was imposed and expanded on the coast of the region, although British
influence in the area began around the 1 850s. Colonial rule "enhanced'' existing trade
ports and urbanization in numerous towns of the lower Volta Region began after 1 850
(Akyeampong 2001: 75, 7).
The construction of trading ports and the integration of agriculturalists into a
larger market economy triggered an expansion in agriculture. Keta, a coastal town in the
Anlo district that was later affected by coastal erosion, was once a major local trade
center, with trade moving east to west along the coast and to farming communities to the
north. Denu, another coastal town in the Anlo area, also became a main trading port. By
the early eighteenth century, the Anlo-Ewes were involved in international trade. Among
the exports was palm oil, which was produced on inland plantations of the lower Volta
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Region (Boateng 1960: 155). Due to increased trade, urbanization, and colonial
influence, agricultural expansion had lasting effects in southeastern Ghana.
During the twentieth century, coastal erosion greatly impacted the economy,
society, and environment of the lower Volta Region. This led to numerous migrations of
Ewe families and fishermen towards the inland lagoons, as well as the migration of
fishermen east and west along the Gulf of Guinea. After 1930, shallot farming and the
production of akpeteshie2 became new economic strategies for dealing with the
displacement resulting from coastal erosion. Shallots were grown in irrigated coastal
lands and sold throughout Ghana (Akyeampong 200 1; Boateng 1960: 156).
In the mid twentieth century, agriculture provided one of the main sources of
income in the lower Volta Region, and with the introduction of new farming
technologies, agriculture continued to expand, allowing for more economic opportunities
in the inland areas of the region (Lawson 1972:30). Colonial and post-colonial
environmental policy largely failed to assist the Ewe during times of coastal erosion, and
it was only recently that the promotion of sustainable development of the West African
coastal zone and protection of wetlands received national and international attention
(Akyeampong 200 1:19-2 1).
In addition to problems linked to coastal erosion, the construction of Akosombo
Dam and the creation of Volta Lake - one of the largest human-made reservoirs in the
world - has also adversely affected thousands of people in southeastern Ghana. While
such endeavors are often perceived as "economic advancement," it has been devastating
for many people in the regions surrounding this body of water. The reservoir, which
began to form in 1964, eventually covered 3,275 square miles. Consequently, 738
villages were submerged, 80,000 people were displaced, and. 52 new towns arose
due to a
.
resettlement plan (Akyeampong 200 1:169-170).

The resettlement plan aimed to compensate displaced people by providing "the
opportunity for effecting a whole new lifestyle in the rural heartland: new amenities, new
types of housing built of expensive materials, new crops, a rotational planting system,
and a mechanized and cooperative form of farming" (Lumsden 1 973:120). Along with
2

Akpeteshie is a local liquor typically made from distilled palm wine.
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the loss of land resulting from inundation, farmers also lost crop trees to the waters.
Fishing streams and weirs have been flooded, and with the loss of these fishing areas,
Lumsden ( 1973: 128) notes that many fishing practices and songs have also disappeared.
During the dry decades of the 1970s and 1980s, the flow of water downstream from the
lake diminished, causing numerous adverse ecological changes, which have impacted the
fisheries, disease epidemiology, and population dynamics of the lower Volta Region
(Akyeampong 2001: 172).
Despite recent efforts to address coastal erosion and wetland management, the
deterioration of coastal fisheries has been largely ignored. A recent study by Brashares et
al. (2004: 1 180-1183) showed that fish biomass has declined by 50 percent or more and,
of Ghana's 20 million people, more than half live within 100 km of the coast. Fishing
provides not only a source of dietary protein, but also a major source of income. In
addition, the study used thirty years of data to link declines in mammalian wildlife to
bushmeat trade and fluctuations in the availability of fish (Brashares et al. 2004).
Bushmeat provides a source of nourishment for people during times of hardship,
but between 1970 and 1998, the biomass of 4 1 species in Ghana has declined 76 percent,
and many species are no longer found. Brashares et al. (2004) suggest that when fish
supplies are down, people tum to bushmeat for food and income. The depletion of fish
resources is believed to be a result of both local and international demands for fish
(Brashares et al. 2004).
While Ghana's population has increased three-fold since 1970, placing greater
strain on local food resources, the European Union (EU) has been the largest foreign
harvester of fish in the Gulf of Guinea since the 1 950s. The EU has increased support for
its foreign fishing fleets from $6 million in 1981 to over $350 million in 2001 (Brashares
et al. 2004: 1 182). Thus, depletion of fish supplies has also driven people inland and into
the forests in search of food and sources of income. Among the inland species targeted
by hunters are various species of antelope, which may provide future problems for Ewe
drum makers seeking skins for drum heads.
As mentioned previously, the savannah of the lower Volta Region "is really
derived from what was formerly high forest" (Boateng 1960:51). A German ecologist
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once noted that "the south of Togoland must have been covered by dense, lush Rain
Forest as is still found in some parts of neighboring countries of the same latitude"
(Taylor 1960:60). Only a small amount of the south-east outlier forest remains today, as
noted by Kathryn L. Geurts (2002:26) in her ethnography Culture and the Senses:
The southern (Anlo) area. . .was lowland with mangrove swamps and
bulrush bordering the lagoon and savanna grasslands on the northern
fringes of the territory. People talked of the forested areas that used to
exist in Anlo-land proper, and there was still small amount of thicket or
bush-type vegetation along the rive�s and creeks.
While the gathering of fuel wood and materials for construction and domestic
utilities certainly contributes to deforestation, destruction of the savannah forest in the
lower Volta Region is largely a result of agricultural expansion, especially as farmers
became integrated into larger trade markets during colonial times. Additionally, coastal
erosion, the construction of Lake Volta, and depleted fish supplies have pushed people
into new territories seeking habitation, food supplies, and employment opportunities.
These conditions have greatly impacted the local natural environment. Change in Ewe
drum technologies can be traced directly back to the loss of natural resources.
The New Drum Technology
Considering the Ewe's initial foraging mode of subsistence, in conjunction with the
importance of music in Ewe society, there is little wonder as to why local trees were used
for drum construction among the Ewes of the lower Volta Region. The carved drum is
the traditional type of drum, called "atsitoto" in Ewe. During an interview with Kwaku
and an elder man, who is a former drummer, the following was relayed to me:
In old times, drum making is based on old tradition, mostly. In old times,
they have a carved drum before the barrel drum. The Ewe drums - the
barrel and the carved - are two types, but the carved drums are the oldest.
It started very long ago and during those days, they go to the bush and find
huge trees that the animals have eaten through, and there is a big hole in
them, and they carve them down and dress it a little bit and dig the peg
holes. Then they fix the drum to play. An example is like the Thunder
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God drums called "agbivu" and "tavu." There are many drums, but these
are two examples.
Kwaku and the elder drummer continue to explain that the tree used for the carved
drums is logo (Antiaris toxicaria). According to the drum makers and musicians
interviewed in and near Denu, the logo tree is the preferred source for carving drums.
This white to yellow wood is relatively soft and easily shaped. In "the olden days" trees
that had already been hollowed out by insects were used for drums, since appropriate
drum making tools for such endeavors were scarce. As the interview continued, I asked
Kwaku and the elder man about the availability of logo in the area. They responded:
There are very few right now. People have been felling trees, so it is not
common in our area, but there are some big ones in a town over there
(pointing north) . . .In the old days, it was so common. There were many
many trees around. They keep cutting trees down and enlarging the place;
so, there's no more common of those trees around. You can travel so
many kilometers before you get to the bush, which is around Hohoe and
Ho or even the Ashanti Region before you get those trees.
My observations in the area support these statements. In search of a logo tree,
someone had to guide me into another village in order to find one solitary tree (See
Figure 5.5). My guide mentioned that he knew of one other large tree on the road to
Denu. The one logo tree in the neighboring village had a ribbon around it, but no one
that I asked could tell me why; however, based on an interview with a drum maker who
specifically makes carved drums using wood types from other areas, a ribbon or marking
on a tree could mean that the tree has been claimed by someone, but not necessarily for
drum making.
Not only is this specific tree relatively scarce in the area, but carved drums also
seem to be rare. In the lower Volta Region, the barrel drum is more commonly seen at
social gatherings or events than the carved drum. During my visits to the lower Volta
Region in 1997, 2000, and 2003, the dominant drum type at social events (e.g. wake s,
funerals, etc.) was the barrel form. The two Thunder God drums mentioned previously
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Figure 5.5 Logo Tree
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were two of the very few carved drums that I noticed (See Figure 5.6). These drums,
however, are for specific ceremonial or spiritual endeavors among particular societies,
especially the Veve religious group. To date, I have not heard these drums nor seen them
in use.
The other carved drums that I located were kpanlogo drums of the Ga people, or
Ewe drums from northern groups around Ho. While the Thunder God drums were made
from logo, the other carved drums were most likely imported from other areas of Ghana
and made from tweneboa, which is not common in the lower Volta Region.
Before I could make a link between the scarcity of logo trees and the scarcity of
carved drums in the lower Volta Region, I had to first address the issue of preference. I
had to find out what type of drum - the carved or the barrel - is preferred by musicians.
The responses that I received did not provide a definitive answer.
Although my own research indicates that some Ewe musicians prefer barrel
drums due to their sound quality (specifically the resonance or "strong vibrations") and
their light weight, other musicians and drum makers argue that the carved drums have a
stronger, more powerful voice. Some musicians noted that the carved drums last longer.
A complaint about the barrel drum is that it does not hold together well, especially
during the dry season. In an article regarding the techniques of Ewe drumming, S. D.
Cudjoe ( 1 953 :233) stated:
As a rule, the Ewe people carve their drums from trees, and drum carving
like the making of all utilitarian objects in traditional Africa, is both a craft
and an art. Nowadays, however, it is quite common for urban carpenters
to improvise badly finished drums from beer barrels. Such drums are
quite unacceptable to the religious cults which invent and conserve all that
is artistically excellent in Ewe music and drumming. Most of the popular
Ewe drummings and characteristic dances are an adaptation of what
prevails in the cults as esoteric arts.
Although it cannot be said with certainty that Cudjoe' s "beer barrels" are the same barrel
drums observable today, beer barrels would not meet the appropriate Ewe drum family
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Figure 5.6 Thunder God Drums

80

size and shape dynamics and thus would most likely not be used for drumming. Galeota
(1 985:4) even noted that the only Ewe drum that resembles the keg barrels is the boba
drum used in the pieces "Gahu" and "Kinka." Each Ewe drum has specific dimensions
that provide a unique sound to the ensemble and shipping barrels lack such diversity. For
this reason, it is possible that Cudjoe was referring to actual drums fashioned like a
barrel, rather than beer barrels modified into drums. Cudjoe also makes another
important point, however, that carved drums represent more than a tool for musicians.
The technique of drum carving is an art form in itself. The process and the product are
valuable components in traditional Ewe societies. Cudjoe's statements, therefore,
illustrate a preference for the carved drum type, as it is a traditional art form.
On the other hand, research conducted with barrel drum makers provides a
different perspective. It is believed that the barrel drum originated some time in the
twentieth century. According to Kwame, a barrel drum maker interviewed during 2003,
and research conducted by Galeota (1 985), the barrel drum originator was Laurance
Mensaga Nutakor, a man who was born in 1 91 1 in the small town of Wuti. Galeota
( 1 985:3 1 -34) described Mensaga as "a spirited master . . . and highly respected by all
drum makers."
During Galeota's research ( 1 985: 1 75), Mensaga stated that in "the past, drums
were carved out of wood. I adapted a new way of making drums from cooperman."
According to Godwin Agbeli (Galeota 1 985:4), keg barrels were introduced into Ghana
during colonial times. The adoption of barrel making technology for the production of
drums provides an example of "transectorial innovation - innovations generated within a
specific industrial sector that find subsequent application in other, often unrelated
sectors" (Theberge 1 997:27). Mensaga continued to explain that his innovation helped
him "succeed with a new, cheaper and easy way of making drums. . .they quickly
realized the sound was better than the carved ones; then there was a switch from carved
drums to my drums" (Galeota 1 985: 1 75). In contrast to Cudjoe, Mensaga's statements
suggest that barrel drums are the preferred drum type.
At another point in Galeota' s ( 1 985: 1 77) interview, Galeota asks Mensaga if he
was aware that he is "responsible for the continued existence of Ewe music culture" and
81

that he is "maintaining the tradition for playing music because carved drums are scarce
these days?" Mensaga replies affirmatively ( Galeota 1 985 : 1 77). Galeota' s question
supports my statements regarding carved drum scarcity; yet, with the exception of
Mensaga's statement regarding the switch to the barrel drum, no further information
regarding the reasons for the scarcity of the carved drum is provided by Galeota or
Mensaga.
Based on information provided by Mensaga, Cudjoe, and consultants interviewed
in 2003, any clear statements regarding drum preferences are difficult to make; however,
the presence of such conflicting views does allow for an alternative explanation to the
idea that the prevalence of the barrel drum is a result of preference alone.
Based on my interviews and observations, I argue that environmental change in
the lower Volta Region is connected to the scarcity of the carved drum. During my
interview with Kwaku, he made a link between the scarcity of the logo tree and the
dominance of the barrel drum:
The trees are no more. So, they have to find a different solution - to keep
the size of the drums. So they decided to use odum board. . . so they do
this to keep [the music] going, because the logo trees are no more. Now,
these odum trees - they are also harder than logo trees. That brings the
new model like the barrel drum.
According to my research, preferences for drum types vary and cannot adequately
explain the popularity of the barrel drum in the area. Considering Kwaku's statements
and the changing environmental conditions of the Volta Region - agricultural expansion,
population growth, urbanization, coastal erosion, migration, and changes linked to the
construction of the Lake Volta - it is my argument that the dominance of the barrel drum
in the lower Volta Region today is largely a result of local deforestation which led to a
reduction in carved drum making resources, especially the preferred logo tree. As the
availability of logo trees decreased, new innovations resulting in the barrel drum
technology offered a new strategy for Ewes to locally produce drums; however, the barrel
drum is interconnected with its own set of environmental constraints.
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Deforestation, Timber Exportation, and the Barrel Drum

The barrel drum, which is called "atsito" in Ewe, is made from several strips of odum
(Milicia exce/sa) board. Odum can be purchased from timber markets - shops that sell

processed timber planks (See Figures 5.7 and 5.8). The strips, or staves, are cut
appropriately for the specific type of drum being made. The cut staves are shaped to their
proper dimensions and angles. If the staves are freshly cut, or "green," and still damp,
they can be bent without heating. Otherwise a heating process is necessary for bending.
The flexible staves are then bent and held into place by metal hoops of various
sizes. Smaller hoops are used on the ends and larger hoops in the middle t� create a
bulging center portion (See Figures 5.9 and 5. 10). The size, shape, and cut of the staves
and the number of rings depends on the type of drum being constructed. A green drum
shell is left to dry in the sun for a number of days or even weeks depending on the season.
Once dry, they are shaved, sanded, and finished (See Figure 5. 1 1) (for details of barrel
drum making see Galeota 1 985).
Although the barrel drum appears to be the most commonly used drum type of the
lower Volta Region, its dominance does not remain unthreatened. If the scarcity of the
carved drum is indeed linked with the reduction of logo trees, this scarcity and reduction
is a result of localized environmental changes in the lower Volta Region; however, the
threat to the barrel drum involves issues of timber exportation and associated political
and economic policies at the national and international levels.
Odum, the wood used for barrel drum construction, is a major export species. It is
classified as a class one merchantable timber, and "as commercially important for export,
as logs or sawn timber, processed into veneers and plywood, or self-assembly furniture"
(Abbiw 1 990). Odum grows naturally in the derived savannah-woodlands and in the
High Forest Zone (HFZ). Today, however, it is only commonly found in the northern
area of the HFZ (Taylor 1 960:246).
These forest areas where odum is relatively common are in a state of decline. A
study conducted by the Ghana Commercial Bank in 1 985 estimated that the annual rate of
destruction of the HFZ was 4.5 percent. Between 1 962 and 1 982, the total HFZ area
outside of forest reserves was reduced from 9,283 square kilometers to 3,740 square
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Figure 5.7 Timber Market in Deno

Figure 5.8 Timber Boards
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Figure 5.9 Materials for Barrel Drum Making

Figure 5.10 Metal Hoops for Barrel Drum Making
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Figure 5.1 1 Shaving a New Boba Drum
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kilometers. Forest reserves comprise only 1 9 percent of the total HFZ, which means that
forest management and conservation affect only a small percentage of the HFZ. The
study also found that the forest service staff was underpaid and overextended. Thus, the
forest was subjected to wasteful methods of logging. In addition, swidden farmers use
logging roads to enter the forest, and what little amount of replanting occurs involves the
replanting of fast growing species in place of useful hardwoods (Hutchful 2002:78).
The decline in the HFZ, as well as odum, is intricately connected to Ghana's
economic policies, which have had long-term environmental effects. In the early 1 900s,
as discussed in chapter two, the implementation of "development" schemes by the
colonial government encouraged agricultural expansion and the exportation of natural
resources (Naylor 2000: 1 6). From 1 955 to 1 962, about one third of Ghana's forests
disappeared (Treue 2001 : 1 2). In addition, the post-colonial economic crisis in Ghana
during the 1 960s and 1 970s resulted in the implementation of a strict structural
adjustment program in Ghana (Naylor 2000), which is directly linked to the revitalization
of the forestry sector (Owusu 1 998). Under structural adjustment, the policy to maximize
forest resources did not involve policy for protection of the remaining forests. In
addition, as export volumes of timber increased throughout the 1 980s, there was an
increase in the unit price of export wood (Hutchful 2002:78-79).
In conjunction with the lack of protective policy, numerous abuses within the
forest industry have been reported, including corruption, the illegal use of property
marks, the plunder and smuggling of forest resources, and the felling of underdeveloped
trees. In addition, about 34 percent of timber extraction may have taken place illegally
(Treue 2002 : 1 2).
Due to the massive amount of deforestation, lack of protective policy, and illegal
operations, the stock life of odum, as well as a few other important species, has been
reduced (Hutchful 2002:80). In 2001 , the estimated stock life of odum was ten years
(Treue 2002:26). If this estimation is correct, it means that odum will not be available for
export in a few years. Additionally, odum, like other tropical hardwoods, has a long
germination period. It takes approximately 200 years for odum to reach maximum size
(Owusu 1 998:425).
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As a result, prices for odum timber board have increased greatly over the past
twenty years, making it difficult for drum makers to purchase timber. All of the barrel
drum makers that I interviewed in the lower Volta Region expressed how difficult it is to
obtain odum board and that the price increases have affected their business.
In an interview that took place in Denu during 2003, a barrel drum maker,
Kwakuvi, expressed the difficulties of purchasing odum:
It is very difficult to get odum for drum making these days . . . .Odum is a
special kind of tree. It is no more. It is difficult to get . . .there is no wood
that is stronger than odum and you can't use any other wood . . . Tree
cutting has become a general business to everybody . . .they are exporting
wood and other things. So, special wood, such as odum, is the best in the
bush. A lot of people run it for different reasons, not just for drum making
alone. If you have furniture work - to be a good one, then you have to use
odum and they price it well. So, it has been in so many ways. They are
not stopping. They are cutting the trees, and the trees are not growing to
their age because they just want to get [business] going . . . .So, getting
trees these days is very very difficult.
When I asked Kwakuvi if he had found other ways of making a living, he replied,
"I had to force myself to be a farmer."
Interviews with two other barrel drum makers provided similar information. One
drum maker in Akatsi, named Kwame, also elaborated on how he is making fewer drums
today than he had in the past. Both Kwakuvi in Denu and Kwame in Akatsi explained
that much of their business involves the restoration of drums, rather than the construction
of new ones. Another drum maker, Kwasi, who has shops in Akatsi (Ghana), Togo and
Benin, has less trouble because he has a larger market. He also buys odum board in
Togo, where it is slightly less expensive.3
The struggles experienced by barrel drum makers concerning resource acquisition
and timber exportation threaten the continuation of barrel drum making. It is clear that
environmental destruction has resulted from Ghana's quest for economic prosperity.
While in Togo, Kobla gathered prices of one odum board (a.k.a Iroko) in Lome (6,200 cfa = 9 1 ,760 cedis
= US$10.3 1). In Denu, Ghana, the price was 100,000 cedis (about US$ 1 1 .24). This is based on the 2003
exchange rate of US$1 .00 = 8,900 cedis. While this difference seems almost insignificant in terms of US
3

money, it could mean one or more meals in Ghana.
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During the early years of adjustment, little attention was given to the protection of the
natural environment or the development effective programs of resource sustainability.
Summary

Materials contained in this chapter illustrate the environmental situations faced by drum
makers and musicians in the lower Volta Region. Intertwined with the history of Ewe
migration into the area and contact with Europeans are the environmental changes that
are linked to the decline of the carved drum. Current threats to the sustainability of the
barrel drum in the area are tied with broader issues dealing with national policies and
international trade. Deforestation in the savannah forests of the lower Volta Region and
in the High Forest Zone is interconnected with a variety of factors. Thus, deforestation
cannot be explained by a single factor, such as population growth, but must be explained
using a holistic approach that includes power relations, policy, as well as local realities.
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Chapter Six: Discussion and Concluding Remarks
Discussion: A Political Ecology of Drum Making

This thesis has presented information regarding deforestation and its impacts on drum
making in the Northern, Eastern, and Volta Regions of Ghana, West Africa.
Ethnographic techniques applied during the summer of 2003 provided valuable insight
into the various contexts of drum making, and a political ecological analysis of this
· information identifies the multiple forces involved in the changing environments of
Ghana.
The current environmental conditions in Ghana are linked to the policies and
actions of the country's colonial past. As I have pointed out in previous chapters, the
integration of Ghana into a larger economic system helped shape the various landscapes
where drum making occurs. As trade expanded into European markets, subsistence
farmers increased production to meet market demands. Over time, monocrop, export
oriented agriculture flourished and greatly impacted environments and social relations in
many areas of Ghana.
In the Eastern Region, frontier agriculture - beginning with oil palm and then
cocoa - led to the conversion of forests into farmland, which opened the door to invading
savannah grasses. Palm oil and food crop production in the lower Volta Region had
similar effects on the landscape, and the conversion of savannah forests into agricultural
land is directly connected to the scarcity of logo trees once used for carved drums in the
area.
The development of coastal trade in southern Ghana led to the construction of
major ports and frontier towns, thus creating a divide between southern Ghana and the

largely unconnected and undeveloped north. 1 Although the integration of northern Ghana
into European markets occurred later than in regions of the south, the rearing of livestock
and the production of com, millet, rice, and groundnuts have characterized agriculture in
the north since at least the early eighteenth century (Dickson 1969). European influence
1

The out-migration of males to work on the cocoa plantations and mines of the south is also linked to the
poverty and underdevelopment of the northern areas of Ghana (Awumbila 1 997: 125).
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became more prominent in the north during the early twentieth century when the
Northern Territories became a British Proctorate (Berry 1995: 17). Since then, areas in
the north have been targeted for agricultural projects and development schemes (Boateng
1960:73). In all three regions, agricultural expansion, especially during colonial times,
has been a major factor associated with environmental change.
The development of timber and mining industries are also associated with the
colonial era in Ghana - making timber and gold, along with cocoa, the country's main
economic components. Linked to these economic endeavors are massive changes in
landscapes throughout Ghana, especially in the High Forest Zone where several drum
making resources, including odum, tweneboa, and antelope, are found. As Dickson
(1 969:341 ) explains:
With the accelerated economic development of the country from the end
of the first decade of the twentieth century came still greater demands on
the country's forest resources. The growing timber and mining industries,
the implementation of vast schemes of road and railway building, the
increase in the size of the population accompanied by increase in the
acreage under food crops, the spread of cash crop farming of which cocoa
cultivation was the most important - all of these led to extensive
deforestation.
Production of natural resources continued in post-colonial Ghana. In fact, the
construction of Lake Volta, which had devastating effects on people and the natural
environment, occurred mainly as a means to power an aluminum plant after the discovery
of bauxite. Despite such development schemes, however, independence was followed by
decades of economic decline and instability, which left President Rawlings with no other
option but to enter into a structural adjustment program.
Ghana's IMF and World Bank sponsored-structural adjustment program, or the
Economic Recovery Programme, led to the revitalization of Ghana's dwindling economy,
causing the country to be internationally recognized as the "star pupil of adjustment"
(Owusu 1998:428). However, the majority of Ghana's people did not feel the benefits of
this economic boost. As a result of structural adjustment measures, the timber and
mining industries were revived. This was followed by massive exploitation of the
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country' s remaining natural resources, which Owusu (1998:428-429) links to
indebtedness, deregulation, and the devaluation of local currency:
The Ghanaian government was under pressure to meet debt obligations in
order to win the "seal of approval" of international capital. At the same
time, it had to do so under the pressure of a series of devaluation of the
cedi, whereby prices plummet, forcing the government to seek ever higher
levels of exports in a desperate attempt to keep the hard currency revenues
stable. . . .Each devaluation meant that the timber firms needed to seek
ever higher levels of production/exports in a desperate effort to meet their
debt obligation . . . .It is under this condition of a vicious cycle of debt
pressure that the Ghanaian rain forest has been "mined" for tropical wood
in a desperate fashion, a process assisted by a lack of coherent policy of
forest management.
Timber extraction for export is considered the main cause of deforestation during
adjustment years. As previously mentioned, commercial logging involves the
construction of roads into forest areas, which are subsequently used by locals seeking
land to farm. As a result, forested areas are unable to regenerate after logging (Owusu
1998:431).
For drum makers in the Eastern Region, as well as the central Volta Region, forest
loss is associated with greater travel distances to materials, which impacts production and
income. Local economies are composed of artisans (carvers of furniture, drums, mortars
and pestles etc.) and dealers of charcoal and firewood (Dei 1990). Due to the growing
tourist industry, there has been an increased demand for local crafts, especially drums,
many young males carve drums primarily as a source of income, in a country with very
few employment opportunities.
Since the mid 1980s, tourism has become a priority industry within the country,
with investment incentives (Berry 1 995: 1 79). As a result, Ghana has increased
development of tourist attractions, including former slave trade castles, beaches,
waterfalls, as well as forms of ethno- and eco-tourism. According to the Brandt Travel
Guide to Ghana (Briggs 2001 :ix), the country has been deemed "Africa for Beginners,"

along with Malawi, and offers a "microcosmic first taste of Africa."
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While actions at the local level (e.g. fuelwood consumption, farming, wood
carving, etc.) do play a role in deforestation, a "focus on identifying the proximate causes
of ecological degradation rather than analyzing structural factors, institutional dynamics,
or global forces has often led to placing responsibility for change on impoverished
minority communities or poor populations in the developing world rather than on more
globally powerful societies and economies" (Paulson and Gezon 2005:7). Therefore,
until affordable and appropriate alternatives are available in Ghana, locals cannot be
expected to cease using wood for household energy and income-generating crafts (Dei
1990: 13- 15). Public signs (Figure 6. 1) now call for saving the forest by eliminating the
indiscriminate and illegal forms of forest use.
For barrel drum makers in the lower Volta Region, the extraction of odum trees
for export is connected with the increasing price of odum board, which not only affects
drum makers, but also impacts local musicians who purchase drums. Additionally, since
odum is a class one merchantable timber, it is one of the main species targeted by timber
companies. If the estimated low stock life of odum is correct, then the over extraction of
this species poses a direct threat to the continuation of the barrel drum technology.
While this thesis has focused largely on wood resources and drums, it is also
important to address issues related to other drum making resources, particularly antelope
hide. While goat skin, which is common and affordable, is typically used for jembe,
dondo, and Dagbamba drum heads, antelope skin, which is used for rope for Dagbamba
drums and drum heads among the Ewe, is becoming increasingly difficult to obtain. The
habitats occupied by many species of antelope, consisting of mostly high forests and
savannah woodlands, are shrinking. Furthermore, antelope and other types of
"bushmeat" may be threatened by the over-harvesting of fish by both Ghanaians and
European fishing fleets, who are driving coastal fishermen into the "bush" in search of
food and income (Brashares et al. 2004).
I have emphasized the interconnections of colonial endeavors and structural
adjustment in the changing environmental conditions in Ghana. However, it is also
important to note that population growth and natural disasters have also played a role in
environmental and demographic alterations. In addition to the local, national, and
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Figure 6.1 Sign Near Kibi in the Eastern Region
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international forces that are at work in Ghana, coastal erosion and drought also contribute
to the impacts of environmental change on drum making in Ghana.
Concluding Remarks

In a world confronting increased population growth, pollution, social and economic
disparities, and diminishing natural resources, we must work to understand the variety of
ways these factors are impacting humans and their environments, including their effects
on health, economies, and lifeways, as well as musical instrument construction.
Understanding the local, regional, national, and global forces involved in human
environmental issues can lead to effective and adequate solutions to problems.
While development and aid projects improve lives in many countries, such as
Ghana, and many nations experience economic benefits from IMF and World Bank
sponsored programs, countries operating under the constraints of structural adjustment
measures are required to place greater emphasis on production for economic gain at the
expense of social needs and the environment. Such an emphasis can have dire, long
lasting effects on people and their environments, with consequences for generations to
come.
While Ghana has many unique attributes, it is also represents a microcosm for
understanding post-colonial situations throughout the developing world - where
colonialism, global market integration, corruption, and debt have shaped social, cultural,
and natural environments. Ghana is like many resource-rich, but economically marginal
countries that have been exploited for natural resources and labor throughout the world.
Yet, each country's unique social, cultural, and environmental conditions should be
understood and considered by development and aid organizations before programs are
implemented. Consultation and collaboration with local peoples are necessary for
preventing inadvertent consequences.
This anthropological study illustrates one of the unintended consequences of
policies designed to integrate Ghana into a broader economic system. Ghana's colonial
history and current peripheral position within the global economy is directly related to the
struggles of drum makers. Deforestation - this study suggests - has impacted drum
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making and continues to provide challenges for drum makers in Ghana. Drum makers
throughout the country, however, do not homogenously experience the effects of
deforestation. Impacts vary according to local geographies, eco-histories, colonial and
post-colonial encounters, drum technologies and preferred resources.
Research involving the voices of individuals at the local level can shed light onto
the interconnections among local, national, and international forces. In Ghana, the
knowledge of drum makers revealed the effects of agricultural expansion and the national
forest industry on local economies and traditions. Local voices, especially in the lower
Volta Region, also exposed strategies employed to maintain musical traditions in an
altered environment. The voices and realities at the local level are often excluded from
the national and international policies that help shape natural, social, and economic
environments. As Barbara Rose Johnston ( 1 997:20) explains:
Resolving human environmental crises requires fundamental
transformations in the local, national, and international decision-making
systems that, first, allow people living with the problem to gain greater
control in defining the nature of the crisis, devising equitable responses,
and prohibiting recurrence; and, second, allow institutions and
organizations that played a significant role in creating the problem to
acknowledge their culpability and (through their efforts to respond) to
carry a greater share of the burden for resolving the consequence.
A focus entirely on proximate conditions ignores broader economic and political
forces that contribute to environmental change. For example, an ecological study
conducted in the Mpigi district of Uganda examined the density and size distribution of
trees used for drum making and indicated that the growth of the drum making business is
the main threat to specific tree species. The study concludes that a crucial solution to the
over-extraction of trees is raising awareness about the decline of resources at the
community level (Omeja et al. 2004). However, there has been no analysis beyond the
local level that might explain the increase in drum making in the area, nor is there
information regarding the availability of alternative sources of income for drum makers.
This research is focuses on natural resource issues, but neglects to address relations of
power and the social and cultural needs of local people. Approaches that go beyond
97

proximate causes and conditions are necessary to avoid assigning responsibility solely at
the local level - where, in many parts of the world, actions are directly linked to everyday
survival.
This thesis not only contributes to the anthropological and political ecological
literature, but also has value within the discipline of ethnomusicology. While studies of
instrument construction are common, few attempts have been made to examine the
impacts of environmental change on the construction of musical instruments. An article
in Smithsonian (Rymer 2004), entitled "Saving the Music Tree," discusses how the loss
of "pemambuco" trees (Caesalpinia echinata) in Brazil poses threats to the construction
of the musical bow, which one performer claims is "more essential to expressing the soul
of the music than the violin;" however, research emphasizing the political ecology of
musical instrument construction is lacking. It is my hope that this thesis will encourage
further exploration within this particular ethnomusicological niche.
Drum makers in Ghana, and their products, contribute to community life by
providing a basis for music making. For many drum makers, a threat to the acquisition of
natural resources also represents a threat to the continuation of a way of life where music
plays a crucial role in the socialization of children, the construction of identities, the
recording of histories, and the shaping of cosmologies. Lack of access to required
resources threatens an important means of generating income in a country with few
employment opportunities. The balancing of economic, environmental, and social factors
at multiple levels, and consideration for human rights and environmental issues, will be
crucial to the survival and maintenance of environments and musical traditions in Ghana.
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Appendix I: Day Names and List of Key Consultants
Ewe Day Na mes:
Day
Sunday
Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Saturday

Male
Kwasi
Kodzo, Kojo
Kobla
Kwaku
Yao
Kofi
Kwame

Female
Kwashiwa
Adzo
Able
Aku
Yawa
Afi
Ami

Akan Day Names:
Day
Sunday
Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Saturday

Male
Akwasi
Kwadwo, Kojo
Kwabena, Kobina
Kwaku
Yaw, Yao
Kofi
Kwame

Female
Akosua
Adwoa
Abenaa
Akua
Yaa
Afia
Amma

Key Consultants :
Kwaku (drummer in the Volta Region)
Kobla (key consultant and travel assistant)
Kwame (barrel drum maker in Akatsi, Togo, Benin)
Kwasi (barrel drum maker Akatsi)
Yao (drum maker on Okroase roadside)
Kwakuvi (barrel drum maker in Denu)
Kobina (carved drum maker near Kibi)
Koblavi (carved drum maker in Peki)
Dolsi Naa (drummer in Northern Region)
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Appendix II : List of Drums, Plant and Animal Materials, and Drum Sizes

Art Centers
Jembe
Kpanlogo
Dondo

Materials
tweneboa; goat
tweneboa; antelope
tweneboa; goat

Size {length; head diameter)
22-23 in; 12- 13 in. (medium)
22-24 in; 9-1 1 in.
19 in.; 8.5 in.

Dagbamba
Luna
Gungon

Materials
sigirili; goat; antelope
nyoo; goat; antelope

Size {length; head diameter)
18-24 in.; 8.5-9 in.
15-16 in; 15 in.

Barrel Anlo-Ewe
Atsi mevu (small)
Atsi mevu (medium)
Atsi mevu (large)
Boba
Sogo
Kidi
Kagan
Totodzi
Kroboto

Materials
odum; antelope

Size {length; head diameter}1
52 in.; 9.5 in.
58 in.; 9.75 in.
62 in; 10 in.
34 in.; 20 in.
odum; antelope, cow
odum; antelope
26 in.; 9.5 in.
2 1 in. ; 7.5 in.
odum; antelope
odum; goat, sheep, antelope 23 in.; 6.5 in.
odum; antelope
16 in.; 10.5 in.
odum; antelope
17.5 in; 9.5 in

Borborbor Ewe Drums
Instruments used for Borborbor often include numerous drums, including "asiuui,"
"pati," "uuvi," "tamalin," and a master drum called "uuga" (Agordoh 1994: 127). Since
the musical piece Borborbor requires a variety of drums and the ensemble
instrumentation may vary (Agordoh 1994: 127), a complete list of drums and sizes were
not obtained. However, tweneboa and antelope skin are commonly used resources.

1

Barrel drum sizes were obtained from Galeota' s thesis ( 1 985).
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Appendix III : Plants and Animals Used for Drum Making

Logo (Ewe): Antiaris toxicaria (syn. A. africana). Bark Cloth Tree. Family: Moraceae.

Common in grass savannahs and forests. Class II merchantable timber (Abbiw 1 990:6).
Soft, fibrous, white to yellow tissue. Once commonly used for bark cloth in Ghana. Also
used for tool handles, medicine and it is good for plywood cores. Susceptible to termites.
Wood not durable and tends to have "defective hearts" (Irvine 1 96 1 :425).
Nyoo (Dagbani): Daniella oliveri. African Copaiba Balsam Tree. Family:

Caesalpinaceae. Savannah and deciduous forests. Fast growing and regeneration.
Susceptible to termites and borers. Gray to red, scented, and fine-grained wood. Used
for mortars, cattle troughs, canoes, drums, and charcoal (Irvine 1 96 1 :295).
Odum (Akan, Ewe): Milicia excelsa (formerly under genus Chlorophora). Trade name:

Iroko. Family: Moraceae. Found in deciduous and semi-deciduous forests. Class I
merchantable timber (Abbiw 1 990:6). Stong, hard, open-grained wood. Mostly immune
to termites and fungus. Used for construction, wagons, wheels, barrels, benches, coffins,
canoes, drums, mortars, furniture, and cabinets. Once used for ship building in the U.K.,
as a teak substitute, and recognized as a "fire-resistant timber" (Irvine 1 96 1 :427).
Onyame-dua (Akan): A lstonia boonei. Family: Apocynaceae. Pioneer species found in

deciduous and fringing forests throughout Ghana. Large tree with smooth gray bark.
Wood soft and white. White latex. Permeable to insects. Used for masks, utensils,
stools, canoes, and drums (Irvine 1 96 1 : 6 1 3-6 1 4).
Sabulatsi (Ewe): Cedrela odorata. (syn. Cedrela mexicana). The Onion Tree. Family:

Meliaceae. Widely planted imported species. Light colored soft wood. Used for
furniture and construction. Contains scented oil (Irvine 1 96 1 :5 1 4).
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Sigirili (Dagbani): Pseudocedrela kotschyi. Dry-Zone Cedar. Family: Meliaceae.

Savannah forest. Slow growing by seed. Produces numerous seeds, but they are often
killed by fire. Regeneration mostly by root-suckers. Hard and durable, slightly scented
wood. Used for construction, furniture, mortars, drums, and medicine (Irvine 1 96 1 :5 27).
Tweneboa (Akan) Cordia millenii; C. platythyrsa. The Drum Tree. Family:

Boraginaceae. Both species are soft and close-grained. Used for drums, roofing shingles,
furniture, stools, and domestic utensils. Immune to termites. C. millenii common in
deciduous forests. C. platythyrsa common in closed and secondary forests (Irvine
1 96 1 :727-729).
White Mahogany, Dry-Zone Mahognay, African Mahogany (trade names): Khaya

species. Family: Meliaceae. Species of this genus contain oleo-resin and are durable and
insect resistant. There are numerous commercially important species in this genera
(Irvine 1 96 1 : 520).
Yogili (Dagbani): Adenopus breuiflorus. Family: Cucurbitaceae. A creeping vine of the

closed forests. Fruit mixed with ashes and used for dehairing hides (Irvine 1 96 1 :88).
Antelope and Goat. There are several species of antelope throughout Ghana, including

the duikers (Cephalophus and Sylvicapra species), the bushbuck (Tragelaphus scriptus),
the waterbuck (Kobus defassa ), and the kob (Kobus kob) (Briggs 200 1 :4 1 -42). Goats are
a common domesticate. Antelope and goat hides are used for drum heads and twine.
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